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CHAPTER ONE 
BEFORE THE BATTLE 


Gandhi's existence from the beginning of the present 
century was subjected to a more rigorous public attention 
than any other known to us. Ever}^thing he said and did 
w^as recorded and made public immediately. His pulse-beat 
and his bowel movements were precisely noted. He could 
not condone a sin without assuming its guilt. Once when 
he permitted a doctor to chloroform a hopelessly sick cak, 
the whole of India was in turmoil. When he w'as unable to 
sleep, millions did not sleep; when he fasted, millions fasted; 
his slow, gentle words were cut into wax and disseminated 
by radio to half a continent several times a day. He had 
the unparaUeled misfortune to become a public saint in the 
twentieth century, canonized alive in the glare of flashlights 
and the relentless gaze of cameras. Only the most resolute 
attention to his immediate tasks, toilsome and endless, enabled 
him to ignore the world’s fantasies and keep on going. He 
had to cultivate, deliberately and with immense difficulty, 
a patience that was not originally in his nature, so as to 
endure the environment of his greatness. ‘‘The woes of 
Mahatmas,” he said w’ryly, “are known to Mahatmas alone.” 

Yet the myth arose and was a true myth, changing tlie 
behaviour of whole papulations, altering the course of history 
and the fate of empire. There is no other case known to 
us in wliich every fact is known and yet their sum amounts 
to an unknown. We cannot satisfactorily explain the 
phenomenon of Gandhi. The efforts made by Pravada and 
by the Philosophical Review in Moscow during the year that 
followed his death were the most absurd manifestations of 
epigonic Marxomania that even those periodicals have exhi- 
bited. There is far more truth in a phrase Lord Halifax 
once used in talking of Gandhi to me : “He was a good 
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little man.” The gentle and kindly Viceroy knew the temper 
of his antagonist : they understood each other. 

Goodness might be, of course, the key. My own guess 
is that the Mahatma thought it was. The only claim he 
ever made for himself was to have lived the greater part of 
his life (almost fifty years) in the most literal and exact 
effort to obey the teachings of the Bhagavad-Gita, to which 
he assimilated the Sermon on the Mount. This was essen- 
tially an ethical preoccupation, not metaphysical; he was 
not a philosopher. He wanted to be good, to live the good 
life, and goodness was for him very much associated and 
almost identical with innocence. (“I eat only innocent 
food,” he said to me.) The regaining of lost innocence 
may seem a hopeless endeavour, and certainly the Mahatma 
himself was troubled by a sense of failure in some respects. 
He was never fully reconciled to the idea of drinking goat’s 
milk, though it had become a physical necessity. He had 
to overcome anger at times, impatience at other times; the 
subjugation of lust was an agony, a victory as difficult as the 
Lord Buddha’s subjugation of the wild elephant. Whatever 
his imperfections as they appeared in his own eyes, it is not 
easy to imagine any human being whose ethical nature was 
more systematically controlled than his toward the end of his 
life, or more harmoniously adjusted to the instinctive good. 

Goodness, just the same, cannot explain the power of the 
Gandhi m5^h. It is beyond dispute that his personality 
commanded even when he least desired to command. An 
identity of opposites haunts his entire story; it is just when 
he was most humble that he was most powerful. To the 
very end this Hegelian interaction obtained, for it was by 
his death that he achieved the ultimate purpose of his life. 
His death was, indeed, a singular fulfilment, coming at a 
time when he felt his own people drifting away from him, 
summoning them once more (and all the world besides) to 
one moment of salutary awe. 
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To what, then, are we to assign the phenomenon, to 
what shall we attribute the magic? 

We come at last to the mystical explanation as the only 
one that fits the case. It fits because it presupposes the 
unknown and beyond that the unlcnowable. The grace of 
God, as Christians call it, is the only tenable hypothesis. 
Otherwise the life of Gandhi, even though fuUy proved in 
every fact, has no historic intelligibilil/. There must have 
been in his discrete genius a general component, a pulse 
from the common pulse, a force both vertical and horizontal 
in its thrust, so that he could communicate more than others 
and hear a voice that others do not hear. He did actually 
hear an “inner voice” throughout the greater part of his 
life (just as Socrates did), and though he was an exceedingly 
practical man who never discussed mysteries if he could 
help it, there is no doubt in my own mind that the essence 
of his effective being, effective, that is, upon mankind, was 
and always will be a mystery. 


2 

He was bom in one of those very small princely states 
which used to make a patchwwk in the w^est of India, above 
Bombay, His own state was Porbandar, of which his father 
was Prime Minister as his grandfather had been before that. 
His family belonged to the merchant caste (Bania) 
and to the Vaishnava side of the Hindu religion. The 
Vaishnavas, worshipping Vishnu in various aspects, though 
not exclusively, have been increasingly numerous in India 
since the sixteenth century, and various doctrines of sin, 
redemption, and divine grace have arisen among them — 
not in response to any Christian influence, so far as is known, 
but by internal development. These ideas do not find 
expression in the other great school of Hinduism, which 
worships chiefly Shiva. 

In Porbandar, where the Gandhi family lived, there were 
a good many members of the Jaina sect, those who refuse 
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to take any life under any circumstances. Jains were 
frequent visitors and lifelong friends of the family, and it is 
no doubt quite true that they all felt the influence of Jaina 
beliefs. Even so, Gandhi claimed to be an orthodox Hindu 
throughout his long life, and although many of his interpreta- 
tions (as to caste and the like) disturbed the pundits, 
Hinduism is large enough to contain almost any variation, 
and his claim to orthodoxy was never seriously contested. 

His parents were devout indeed, and he always attributed 
the steadfastness of his behaviour, in such matters as 
vows and disciplines, to the power of examples always 
before him in his childhood. Most of ail his mother and 
his nurse, pious Hindu women of their rather strict sect, 
exerted this power and were never forgotten. His mother, 
for example, sometimes fasted when the sun did not shine, 
in obedience to some vow taken perhaps years before. The 
children used to watch anxiously on cloudy days for the 
first ray of simshine, so as to run shouting to her that she 
could now eat. 

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, the future Mahatma, 
was born at Porbandar on October 2, 1869. He was the 
youngest son of Karamchand G'andhi, known as Kaba, who 
was Prime Minister at various times in no less than three 
of those little Kathiawar states — ^Porbandar, Rajkot and 
Vankaner. Kaba Gandhi’s father and one of his brothers 
had held similar positions. They were not quite such exalted 
positions as the words might indicate, for these were 
small states, and none of the family accumulated much 
wealth. But Kaba Gandhi was, by his son’s recollection, 
an extremely able man in the practical sense, dealing with 
all the intricate clan questions and disputes that arose in his 
jurisdiction. He was a great temple-goer and took to 
reading the Gita toward the end of his life, repeating some 
verses every day in the family worship*. This, too, must 
have had a formative effect on young Gandhi’s mind. 

But on the whole the boy was not remarkable; according 



BEFORE THE BATTLE 


5 


to Ms own testimon}^, at any rate, he showed no great 
aptitude for study. He was extremely shy through his early 
years and afraid of companions; he tells us that he used to 
run to and from school to avoid having to talk to anybody. 
One episode of his childhood seems to have made a great 
impression : it was a performance he saw by a travelling 
dramatic company of the play Harishchandra, based on a 
great story in the Mahabharata epic. It narrates the suffer- 
ings of a king of old who sacrificed eveiyTliing for the truth 
and w^ent through almost endless ordeals before his redemp- 
tion. Only a few days before Ms death, Gandhi told me this 
story himself at considerable length; once a thing like that 
entered Ms consciousness it could not be dislodged. As a 
child he used to act out Harishchandra to himself, as he 
said, "‘times without number.” The idea of the truth as 
supreme good was thus early implanted, and seems to have 
grown as naturally in him as a tree or a flow^er. It was to 
become, in time, a central and almost a single idea governing 
every region of Ms thought. 

He was married, by family arrangement, at the age of 
thirteen. His delight in Ms bride, Kasturbai, was extreme, 
and in later years he regarded tMs premature sensuality^ with 
sorrow and shame. It may have contributed to his strong 
views on child marriage, wMch he regarded in Ms maturity 
as one of the great evils of India. At that time it not only 
was legal, but was valued among Hindus as a salutary 
protection against the w^orld. In the time and place these 
arranged matches between cMldren previously unknown to 
each other were universal, and it has often been remarked 
that happy marriages were usually the result. It w^as so, in 
any case, with GandM, and although Ms conscience in later 
years troubled bim greatly, he found Kasturbai the solace 
of Ms life so long as she lived. 

The boy Gandhi was lustful, possessive, and, as he tells 
us, unreasonably jealous. The customs of the period allow- 
ed him to meet Kasturbai only at night during the half 
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year that she spent in the Gandhi household; the other half 
of the year she spent with her parents. He wanted to teach 
her everything he knew, since she was illiterate, but “lustful 
love”, as he called it, gave him no time to do so, and 
Kasturbai remained without instruction beyond simple letters 
in the local language, Ghjarati. His regrets and self- 
condemnation are quite explicit in his autobiography. 

He, of course, continued into hi^ school, regardless of 
his marriage : “Only in our present Hindu society,’^ he said, 
“do studies and marriage go thus hand in hand.” He had 
his dMculties with study, but after his fourteenth year seems 
to have made much better progress, actually winning a prize 
or two along the way. In his own account of these years 
he makes much of a regrettable episode involving an older 
boy who was addicted to eating meat and drinking wine 
in secret. 

The older boy, originally a friend of Gandhi’s brother, 
held that India’s troubles would be solved if the Hindus took 
to eating meat. He used to quote a bit of doggerel to this 
effect : 

Behold the mighty Englishman : 

He rules the Indian small, 

Because, being a meat-eater. 

He is five cubits tall. 

The older boy could reinforce his argument by being, 
himself, much stronger than Gandhi, able to run and jump 
and exhibit his muscles. Yoimg Gandhi resolved to try 
meat-eating out of a mixture of motives — ^to make himseif 
stronger; to see Indians grow stronger; to get meat-eating 
started as a sort of “reform’k On the first occasion the 
two boys repaired to a lonely spot by the river and attached 
a piece of goat’s meat. It made Gandhi sick, and that ni^t 
he had ni^tmares of a goat kicking in his stomach. Later 
on, for about a year, more delicate preparations of meat 
were made from time to time by the older friend, and Gandhi 
actually learned to like them. The feasts were few 
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and far between, he says, because the boys had no money. 
He finally gave up meat-eating, not because he regarded it 
as wTong in itself, but because it inevitably led Mm into 
telling lies to his pious parents. 

The same older friend also took young GandM to a 
brothel, but there his shyness protected him (“God in His 
infinite mercy,” he says, ''protected me against myself”). 
He was never in his life unfaitMul to Kasturbai. 

These misdemeanours culminated in a fling at cigarette- 
smoking, for wMch Gandhi pilfered some coppers from homxe 
and also a cMp of gold off his elder brother’s arm-band. 
This time Gandhi’s conscience revolted at last. He wrote 
out a complete confession and submitted it to Ms father 
with a request to be punished. TMs was accompanied by 
a pledge never to steal anything again. His father’s suffering 
and tears remained in his memory ever afterwards. 

Such boyish misdeeds may seem slight indeed in Western 
eyes. They had enormous importance in a pious Vaishnava 
family. The Jaina influence, as has been said, made the 
GandM family even more rigid in observance than some 
others might have been, and the eating of flesh was regarded 
by them all with abhorrence. The cigarette-smoking was 
not in itself of any great importance, but to steal coppers 
and tell lies in order to smoke was much worse. 

The final sin, wMch he calls “my double shame”, occurr- 
ed when Kaba GandM died. Young GandM had been Ms 
father’s nurse, rubbing Ms legs and attending on him in Ms 
illness. At the same time he was much preoccupied with 
“lustful love”, as Kasturbai was in the house. One ni^t 
he went from his father’s sick-bed to Ms own bed-room and 
woke Kasturbai up. She wms then pregnant, and Ms very 
keen remorse was partly due to tMs. WMle he was with 
Kasturbai a servant knocked on the door to tell him that 
Ms father was dead. 

The cMld that was bom to Kasturbai lived only three 
or four days. GaodM’s sorrow over the whole episode was 
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deep and remained with him even when he came to v/rite 
of it many years later. 


3 

Hindu students seldom went overseas in the 1880’s. To 
do so meant, as a rule, expulsion from one’s caste, for 
association with foreigners, eating foreign food, and enduring 
various and complicated contaminations were unavoidable 
on such journeys. This is all thorou^y out of date now, 
and seems to a modem Indian as remote as the Middle 
Ages to us, but it was still the state of opinion in Gandhi’s 
youth. Those who had gone to England and returned to 
India were thought to be lost to their own religion. They 
were “as bad as foreigners” because they wore foreign 
clothing, indecent because it outlined the elements of the 
human body, and because they frequently ate foreign food. 
The point of view of that day is lost now. Hardly anybody 
in India can remember when trousers were thought indecent, 
nobody objects nowadays to the smoking of cigars or 
cigarettes; even meat-eating is condoned on a wide scale, 
although most Indians are still vegetarians. In the 1880’s 
the Hindus who went abroad and came back to their profit- 
able enterprises as barristers, doctors, or merchants (and 
the barristers predominated) were looked upon as renegades 
and, in fact, as contaminated. 

The notion of contamination is still not lost in India. 
When Gandhi was young it was vital in its ^ostlike way — 
as vital as any ^ost can be. The shadow of an untouch- 
able falling across any part of the body of a caste Hindu 
was a cont amin ation and required of that caste Hindu a 
process of ceremonial purification. This is stiU tme with 
some elderly and devout people. A caste Hindu could 
accept milk from an xmtouchable, but not water. In the 
very lowest castes the process of discrimination obtained, 
so that even among the untouchables one sub-division could 
perform one task but not another. The almost incredible 
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divisions of labour into wMch the originai caste system 
proliferated may have been due in part to the excessive 
population or the general poverty, but it resulted in a com- 
plicated series of discriminations that have since been 
gradually and naturally disappearing. 

Gandhi was not afraid of any of this. When his faniii\'‘s 
old 'friend and adviser Mayji_Dave, a Brahmin who had 
been a lifelong friend of the dead father, advised study in 
England, the young Gandhi leaped at the prospect. His 
first idea was that he might study medicine, but the Brahmin 
adviser was against it. Medicine was contra^ to the old 
religion — ^that is, Western medicine, with its insistence on 
dissection of the body’s organs — ^but, more important, a 
medical doctor could never be Prime Minister of a state. 
The Brahmin adviser wanted the young Gandhi to be a 
Prime Minister, like his father, uncle, and grandfather, and 
for this position a knowledge of the law was most important. 
The earlier Gandhis had been almost illiterate, but had ruled 
because they had known their clans and castes and persona- 
lities. Young Gandhi was to succeed to their functions 
by means of the new weapons to be obtained in England, 
by admission to the bar. As he was eighteen and still 
continuing his studies (whereas his brothers had forsaken 
them), the family adviser thought the youngest son should 
go to England and study lawL 

So he did. It was not easy. The objections to vanquish 
were many — from the clan and caste, from the uncle, from 
the mother. The mother, a simple and devout woman, was 
not afraid of the ocean in particular, or of the far places, 
but she dreaded what she had heard of w^omen, wine, and 
meat-eating in 'foreign lands. When she had the firm vow 
of her son to abstain from any of these habits, she reluctantly 
and sorrowfully consented. He took his vows before a Jaina 
monk who- had once been a Hindu of his own 'caste, and 
this satisfied the m'other’s objections. ' Hie vows were never 
violated. 
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But on his arrival in Bombay he ran into more caste 
difficulties, and was in fact, after some debate, solemnly 
read out of his own caste. (It was the Modh Bania, a 
fraction of the Barda fraction of the Vaishya.) No member 
of his caste had ever gone overseas before, and in a solemn 
meeting it was declared that he would be contaminated. 
He accepted this without difficulty, and, what is more 
surprising, so did his elder brother. He remained outcaste 
to the end, though as a ‘'holy man” he was (by Indian 
definitions) exempt from all caste rules or regulations. He 
never again observed any of the caste rules, such as the 
wearing and manipulation of the “sacred thread,” a symboli- 
cal cord, or the various shavings and not shavings which 
were part of the ritual. In his own mind he was truly 
outcaste, and chose to remain so. 

He_was_o nlv eighteen, a shy and eager Hindu boy with 
ears stuck out almost at right an^es from his head, when 
he sailed from Bombay on September 4, 1888. He had 
new European dothing, purchased through the offices of his 
brother and friends. The necktie, which was to become a 
source of pleasure to him in London, was then a torture. 
He was acutely conscious of his short jacket and trousers. 
Shoes were unpleasant. But he was equipped for the great 
journey and alive with anxiety to learn, to acquire the 
instruments, of victory. 

All instruction in India above the first four classes of 
elementary school was then, as now, conducted in En^ish. 
Thus Gandhi had an acquaintance with the English language 
before he ever went to England. But it was a school- 
language, not the language of the mother or the market, 
and it did not come naturally to him. On the ship he had 
difficulty understanding what anybody, even the stewards, 
said to him. He was afraid of violating his vows against 
wine, women, and meat and consequently ate all his meals 
in his cabin, chiefly from food he had brought with him. 
The poor boy knew nothing of the knife or fork, and was 
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SO shy that he was afraid of speaking to any fellow passenger. 
Moreover, he had saved his best clothing, which was 
white flannels, for his landing at Southampton (having worn 
black all the way to England) and consequently landed in 
the grisly English autumn weather most unsuitably dressed. 
This was his chief anxiety for two days, until he could 
obtain his scanty baggage. He wept at night for a long 
time, strange and alone, uncertain of every step, fearful of 
violating his vows unwittingly or of committing some other 
Indian sin in an English climate. 

• The first problem was, of course, food. It does not 
matter so much any more to Indian students. It did not 
matter much even then to a great many of them. They 
ate what the country provided and got used to it. But 
Gandhi had taken the vegetarian vow% which he was 
determined to observe or die. He could not eat the sodden, \ 
savorless substance that constituted the English idea of 
vegetables. He has recorded that in the early weeks he 
almost starved. Oatmeal porridge in the morning was a 
help, but at other meals it was difeult to know what to do. 
The Indian student friends among whom he found himself — 
who had found a boarding-house for him — were incensed. 
They had no difficulty eating meat and thought Gandhi both 
foolish and obstinate in his insistence upon his vegetarian 
vow. From one boarding-house to another he took his 
weary way, never getting his fill, until one day he hit upon 
a vegetarian restaurant in Faringdon Street. “God had 
come to my aid,” he said. He found in that restaurant, where 
he at last had a hearty meal, a copy of a book called A Flea 
jor Vegetarianism^ which he bou^t for a shilling and took 
with him. He read it over and over and it converted him — 
this is. converted him from being a vegetarian by inheritance 
and by vows taken to the mother, a matter of religion and 
tradition, into a vegetarian convinced of the rightness of 
Ms cause. As usual in his long life, he had found some- 
thing to support him in what he already was and already 
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believed. He had found ‘'authority”. He could now be a 
vegetarian on a theoretical basis. 

It is curious and, of course, funny that Mahatma Gandhi 
was forever in search of “authority” for his few, simple, 
and sovereign ideas. Once he said to an interviewer : 
“Everything I have to say is as old as the hills.” This 
was true, except that the circumstances and surroundings of 
the saying made a great difference. And yet, old as his 
ideas were, he sometimes took many long years to find out 
that something he intimately felt and believed, with all the 
power of his intense being, was felt and believed by others 
or had been felt and believed by others before him. Tiiis 
kind of discovery, recurrent not often (because the ideas 
were few) but powerfully, made every great turning-point 
of his life. His vegetarianism was as natural, as inborn, 
as anything could be in a human being, and yet a few books 
and pamphlets by English proselytists (known, of course, 
as “cranks”) gave him the strength to see that what he was 
could be justified rationally. In this respect the entire life 
of Gandhi is a story of becoming what he already was, of 
becoming himself. He was it, but he required these external 
buttresses to assure himself that he was or might be right. 
His humility, overwhelming at the end, must have been innate 
or he could not have relied so heavily upon these accidental 
aids from the beginning. It was so in all the subsequenf 
discoveries, with Tolstoy or Ruskin or Thoreau — ^they each 
in turn came to support with “authority” that which he 
already passionately believed and had already acted upon 
to the limit of his powers. It was so even with the Gita 
and the New Testament, which incised themselves into his 
soul by words corresponding to the realities already existent 
there. 

The vegetarian battle occupied a good deal of his time 
in London. His Indian friends thought it w^as improper and 
embarrassing of him to insist on food contrary to the 
surrounding customs. He tried, in his tenderhearted way. 
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to make it up to them by being as elegant as possible, as 
conformable to English customs as his purse and tempera- 
ment would allow: he bought evening clothes, took dancing 
lessons, tried to learn the violin, and made in general an 
attempt to ‘'play the English gentleman’% as he said. He 
seems to have spent several months in these preoccupations, 
endeavouring to make up by social graces for the obstinacy 
with which he clung to his vows to his mother. In the end 
he surrendered all that, suddenly and completely, to devote 
himself to his studies for the bar. 

The photographs of Gandhi taken at this age (and 
published by him) are extremely funny — the little Hindu 
boy with ears at right angles, the piercing eyes and meager 
face, the stiff high collar and pomaded hair. He was 
probably conscious even then of how^ funny the whole 
enterprise was. There never was any time in his life when 
he could not and did not laugh at himself. Indeed, laughter, 
of a gentle and innocent kind, usually at his own expense, 
was a necessity to him. Even two days before his death 
he made little jokes to me, and his oldest and most devoted 
friends, such as Sarojini Naidu and Jawaharlal Nehru, had 
as many funny things as solemn ones to tell of him. Mrs. 
Naidu’s stories show that throughout their long relationship 
the salutary virtue of the lau^ sustained them both, even 
through anguished times. 


4 

Gandhi’s three years in England were fruitful in many 
ways. After his first agonies were over he learned how to 
enjoy life and work in an English climate and on English 
terms. Vegetarianism was a help in unexpected ways; he 
joined the Vegetarian Society, became a member of its 
executive committee, and had his first experience in organiza- 
tion, though shyness made him unable to speak at meetings. 
On the one occasion when he felt impelled to try, somebody 
else had to read his paper for him. And yet with the 



14 MAHATMA GANDHI — A GREAT LIFE IN BRIEF 

vegetarians he formed friendships and made acquaintances, 
just as he did among the students. 

His first experiments with clothing, food, and English 
life suddenly lost their interest for him when he decided that 
he had come to London to study and had done little in that 
direction. Admission to the bar was easy enough; not much 
study was required, the examinations were simple, and the 
“call to the bar” was automatic if the student had “kept 
terms” (twelve of them), equivalent to about three years. 
Gandhi therefore made up his mind to work for the London 
matriculation examination, and spent a whole year on it. 
It was given every six months, and he had only five left to 
prepare for the first one, in which he failed because of 
insufficient Latin. He took the examinations again six 
months later with (except Latin) different subjects. The 
second time he passed in all. The episode, with its unneces- 
sary hard work — ^unnecessary in the sense that nobody 
expected him to undertake it — and with its excellent results, 
useful to him in many respects later on, was characteristic 
of Gandhi even at that age. 

Also it was in England that he read for the first time 
both the Bhagavad-GUa and the New Testament. Two 
Englishmen, theosophists and brothers, introduced him to the 
Gita. Another Englishman, whom he met in a vegetarian 
boarding-house, induced him to read the Bible. He found 
it impossible to get throu^ the Old Testament, but the 
New Testament, coming so soon after his first acquaintance 
with the Gita, profoundly impressed him — “went strai^t 
to my heart”, he says. 

It seems a little odd that Gandhi should not have known 
the Gita in either Sanskrit or his native Gujarati, for it must 
have been familiar to his father in both languages. He 
read it first with his English theosophist friends in the 
English metrical translation of Sir Edwin Arnold (The Song 
Celestial), which remained to the end his favourite transla- 
tion of the great poem. The revelation must have been, at 
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the very beginning, supremely personal; he found in the 
Gita exactly what he needed for the expression of what he 
felt in the recesses of his being, however obscurely, to be 
the truth. The advice of the Lord Shri Krishna to the hero 
.•\rjuna on the eve of the great battle is, indeed, a kind of 
crystallization of Gandhi’s characteristic beliefs, those upon 
which his own life struggle was based, and it is difficult to 
suppose that he could have done what he did without it; 
but the receptivity of his nature, its instinctive and immediate 
response, indicates that the teaching of the Gita was in him 
already in some unformed, some latent state. He was only 
twenty at the time, but already his own effort was directed 
toward the suppression of desire, appetite, and “attachment” 
in a larger purpose. The Gita reinforced his nature and 
gradually became the law of his life. Eventually he was to 
take it as a sort of book of practical rules, a specific 
directive. 

The New Testament, in particular the Sermon on the 
J^Tonnt ^ad a similar effect, less powerful perhaps because 
it was Christian rather than Hindu; but during the years to 
come it was to entwine itself into all of Gandhi’s thou^t 
and become in effect a kind of extension of, or variation 
upon, the Gita, The earliest evidence of this influence, 
which he remembered with delight long years afterwards, 
was the great verse on “resist not evil”. 

These discoveries were not followed by any great pre- 
occupation with religious thought, for by this time the young 
man was actively studying for the bar. Most students in 
those days hardly bothered to read the textbooks. Instead 
they studied, and mostly in the last few weeks, notes on 
previous examinations, thus setting their wits or their luck 
against the probabilities, Gandhi determined to read every- 
thing; and for Roman law he elected to read Justinian 
in Latin. Thus he was busy enough at all times, and, with 
his increasing emphasis on economy in diet and living, he 
could not have found it very difficult to keep the vows 
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he had made to his mother. And no doubt, in spite of that 
lack of general reading which he later deplored, he was 
actually better prepared for the bar examination, more 
thoroughly grounded in the texts and authorities, than most 
of his English fellow students. 

He passed his examinations, was called to the bar on 
June 10, 1891, enrolled in the High Court on the 11th, and 
sailed for India the next day. 

The formative value of these years was great, externally 
as well as within himself. Thus it was an advantage later 
on that he had actually studied Roman law and read 
Justinian in Latin; he had done it only as hard work and 
discipline and because he would be forced to remember it 
better that way; yet, as it turned out, much of what he did 
in South Africa in the years to come depended on this 
knowledge of Roman law, on which Dutch law was based. 
He was mortally shy, and great difficulties were in store for 
him on that score, but he was intellectually prepared for his 
coming work much better than he suspected, and in fact 
much better than he ever admitted later on. He remembered 
himself as a very limited and shy young man with no 
knowledge of the world, yet there must have been few of his 
age at the bar who had really read, really studied, the basic 
texts of their profession. 


5 

In India for the next two years Gandhi was, by his own 
account, a failure. He began his return home, on the very 
first day, by le arning that his mother had died in M s absence. 
His brother, who cimi^^n tihe family correspondeHce and 
sent him the money to keep going in London, had thought 
it best to conceal this event, which to Gandhi was a blow 
even worse than the death of his father. 

And, of course, his knowledge of English and Roman 
law, however thorou^, did not make up for a total ignorance 
of Indian law. He had to start an entire new set of studies. 
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meanwhile establishing himself as a barrister and living in 
the manner, and with the expenses, which were thought 
suitable to that estate. He tried. 

In the very first case he obtained as a barrister in 
Bombay, Gandhi found himself unable to utter a word. He 
got up to cross'^xamine the plaintiffs witnesses and, facing 
the court, came near to fainting. He sat down and told 
his client’s agent that he would have to give up the case, 
that another barrister should be engaged. It was his first 
and last appearance as a barrister in India. 

Bombay, with hi^ prices and living standards, was not 
for a barrister who was too shy to speak in court. Gandni 
went home to Rajkot to earn a living by making out briers 
for other lawyers, drafting applications, memorials, and the 
like. This period of his life was not happy, and his first 
acquaintance with the arrogance of a British officer — one 
he had known in England — did not help much. The habit 
of giving commissions here and there, of using influence, 
intrigue, and petty politics in carrying out the business of 
the law, was also repugnant to him, so that he was more 
than ready wffien a chance came to leave it all behind hini. 

The chance came from South Africa, where a considerable 
number of Indians was already established in business 
and a larger number, as Gandhi was to learn, had been 
brought in as contract labour. 

The offer came to Gandhi’s devoted elder brother, quite 
possibly as the result of some discreet scout work on the , 
brother’s part. A Moslem I ndian — fixffi — callecL.,.Pada, 
Abd ullah and jCg,^had . A claim for some forty thousand:; 
poundTwM^had been dragging through the South Afncan^^:' 
courts for years. The proposal was that young Gandhi- 
should go to South Africa for a year as a guest of the 
firm, wfith all expenses paid, to advise on the further conduct 
of this lawsuit, as well as on the firm’s correspondence and 
other matters. He was to make himself useful, more or less 
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as an employee of the firm, and would receive one hundred 
md five pounds in cash and all expenses. 

It was not the most brilliant offer in the world, but 
Gandhi was making no headway in India. The idea of going 
10 South Africa, of wliich he knew nothing, appealed to 
Mm, even though he would have to leave his family behind. 
Obviously Gandhi, who was then twenty-four, could have 
had no idea that South Africa would in the next period 
of his existence alter everything for him, form his destiny 
in a new direction, and return him to India, eventually, as 
a national hero and a “Mahatma”. Such an extraordinary 
evolution through two decades seems rather startling even 
now, when aU of its elements have receded into history. 
The South African epic, and with it the creation of the 
Mahatma, must have been a long series of surprises both 
to the hero of the story and to those around him. For at 
no time can we discern anything like a plan : the plan was 
evoked by circumstance, and only looks like a plan when 
it is all over. As Gandhi lived through it, step by step, it 
was much more like an endless sequence of improvisations, 
all reaching toward a plan, of course, and becoming one in 
retrospect : one that was to be used on a larger scale — 
indeed, on the largest — when the time was ready for it. 



CRAPTER TWO 

DISCOVERY IN SOUTH AFRICA 


The South Africa to which Glandhi W’ent in 1893 con- 
formed in outline to the Union of today, with significant 
differences. That is, it consisted of four units ; Natal, the 
Orange Free State, the Transvaal, and the Cape Colony, 
of which only the last bore a distinctly English imprint. At 
that time the Orange Free State and the Transvaal were 
Boer Republics, with Dutch (in the African version) as their 
official language. Natal, with a very mixed population, had 
been annexed to the British crown in 1845 after some lively 
vicissitudes, but except for Durban, its chief city, it had no 
great number of English settlers or businessmen. The 
restless spirits of many adventurers were abroad, and it 
was a brawling time, as we learn from many other sources 
(not Gandhi). The great men of the period w^ere Paul 
Kruger in the Transvaal (President), F.W. Reitz in the 
Orange Free State (President), and Cecil Rhodes in the 
Cape (Prime Minister) . John Henry Brand, the wise and 
conciliatory President of the Orange Free State, had died 
four years before. Men of sense and acumen were all 
aware that some day the destiny of the wonderful region 
would demand its union for the simplest geographic and 
economic reasons, yet racial and linguistic antipathies were 
still so powerful that reason could scarcely be heard. The 
Boers seem to have hated the En^sh with a passion very 
difficult to comprehend, a passion more intense than that 
aroused in (for example) the Irish under conditions not 
dissimilar in some respects. The Boers felt that all South 
Africa was theirs and that tbs English were arrogant inter- 
lopers. They had made the “Great Trek” with all their 
belongings, including vast herds of cattle, when the English 
took over the Cape Colony. They did the same thing on 
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a smaller scale when the English annexed Natal. Now 
they were bitterly entrenched in the Transvaal and the 
Orange Free State, herdsmen and farmers and horsemen, 
a race of Dutch cowboys landlocked in their domain and 
resentful of any intruder. An explosion was inevitable 
because the discovery of gold and of diamonds some years 
before had brought a flood of greedy men into the Beer 
Republics from all over the earth. These uitlanders, as 
the Boers called them, were hated and discriminated against 
by every means possible and had no votes or voices in 
government. It was clearly the desire of Paul Kruger, 
President of the Transvaal, to get rid of them if he could, 
as it was his deepest regret that gold and diamonds existed 
in his territory. 

These conditions provided a most unstable atmosphere 
throughout South Africa, except, perhaps, in the Cape itself. 
It was only two years until Rhodes, that buccaneer of genius, 
was to stimulate all antagonisms by organizing the Jameson 
Raid against the Boers; there can be little doubt that he 
wanted what he eventually got, which was war. The govern- 
ment in London was, as always through the nineteenth 
century, far more cautious or reluctant than its agents and 
representatives in the field. But the whole of South Africa 
in 1893 must have been seething with hatreds, resentments, 
rapacities, and ambitions which made it anything but an 
abode of peace, even for the Europeans. Small wonder, 
then, that those who were not European lived in terror. 

We have grown familiar in our own day with the South 
African nomenclature in regard to races. “European” 
means any person of pure white race. "‘Native” means an 
African. “Coloured” means a person of mixed race. 
“Asiatic” means a person whose racial origins can be 
traced to Asia; in practice this means Indians, there being 
few others of Asian origin there. Any and all of these 
four divisions may be native to the country, but the divisions 
still remain fixed. That is so today; but when Gandhi 
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went there, the oak was still, so to speak, an acorn, large 
numbers of the ‘"European” and ‘‘Asiatic” persons were 
relatively newcomers, and the ‘‘coloured” (mixed) popula- 
tion, now so important, was then much smaller. 

If w^e did not already know Gandhi’s character we might 
be surprised to perceive, in his autobiography, letters, 
interviews, and other utterances through the years, how little 
he noticed of all this. As an intelligent and educated young 
man he must have been aware of it, but with the extraordi- 
nary concentrated impetus of his whole nature, he lived 
with and for the Indians. Two decades in South Africa 
left him more Indian than before; indeed, it was in South 
Africa that he learned Sanskrit (as much as he ever learned 
it), that he memorized the Gita, renounced the world, and 
became the Mahatma. He went there in a stiff collar and 
a frock coat, determined to travel first-class and live in a 
style becoming a barrister of the Inner Temple. He leit 
South Africa determined to revert to homespun and the life 
of the Indian poor. 

And it is odd, indeed, that the struggles between 
Europeans, or of the Europeans against the natives of the 
country, affected him so little. There was something 
bestowed, endowed, or, if you like, stricken, about Gandhi : 
he behaved like a specific instrument of a specific purpose 
from the beginning to the end of his life. In Africa he lived 
for the Indians and thought only of the Indians. The wile! 
struggle of the others concerned him only as it affected the 
lives of his own people. He passed through that turmoil 
without having had, so far as one can tell, one single truly 
political idea, and without formulating any general notion 
of the South African future except as it might relate to the 
Indian inhabitants. His activity, so adniirable in its purity 
and astounding in its results, thus bore little relation to the 
general life of the society in which it took place. Perhaps 
for this very reason the victory he obtained in the end was 
static rather than progressive : it was great, but went no 
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farther, and since he left Africa in 1914 the Indians have 
gained nothing beyond what he gained for them. Their 
pli^t at the present moment, thou^ different in ever}" 
circumstance, is identical in kind with that in which Gandhi 
found them in 1893. 

Of this plight he knew nothing at all when he sailed 
from Bombay. It took six weeks for the ship to get to 
Durban, with stops at various ports on the way. The ship 
was crowded, and Gandhi could get a berth only in the 
captain’s cabin, by that officers kindness. The captain 
taught him chess, and the fellow passengers were friendly. 
It was not until he got off the ship at Durban, to be met 
by Abdullah Sheth, his new employer, that he noticed a 
difference in the manner of Europeans toward Indians. He 
was to learn a great deal in a short time — a very few days, 
in fact. 

Abdullah Sheth, a rich but illiterate Mohammedan 
merchant, was at first uncertain how to deal with Gandhi. 
Nobody like Gandhi — that is, no educated Indian who was a 
London barrister wearing English clothes — had ever appeared 
in Natal before. The Indian merchants in South Africa 
were prosperous, but had made their own way in a new 
country by cunning and acumen, without other advantages; 
they cared little for “hy^ene and sanitation”, those lifelong 
preoccupations of Gandhi’s; they knew hardly any English; 
their esprit d e corps _^d not exist except when they were 
collectively under some menace; they accepted without much 
resentment a great many disabilities and indignities from the 
European overlords. Most of the merchants were Moslems, 
with a sprinkling of Parsees and Christians, a good many 
of the clerks and book-keepers were Hindus. The Moslems 
tended to call themselves “Arabs”, and the Parsees called 
themselves “Persians” in a vain attempt to escape from the 
stigma of being Indian at all. Indians were known among 
the Europeans as “coolies”, whatever their occupation or 
race or reli^on, and Gandhi — ^the only Indian barrister in 
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Sooth Africa — soon became known as ‘‘the coolie barrister”. 

Ail this he learned quickly, in considerable consterna- 
tion. Abdullah Sheth was his tutor and seems to have 
warmed to the stranger after a few da}^. Gandhi learned, 
for example, that these well-to-do Indian merchants and their 
staffs had little or nothing to do with the much larger 
population of Indian workers who had been brought to 
South Africa under ‘‘indenture” — ^that is, as contract labour- 
ers for a period of five years. The W'Orkers were mostly 
from southern India, speaking Tamil or Telugu, and the 
merchants were from the north, speaking one or another of 
the northern languages. The workers, moreover, were all 
illiterate, a depressed communit}- with, practically speaking, 
no rights. As soon as Gandhi became aware of their 
existence, they w^ere much in his thoughts, but by the nature 
of things he had no contact with them for some time; his 
task WcLS to wwk on a lawsuit for the firm of AbduUah 
Sheth. 

The law'suit was for a large sum (£.40,000), and was 
complicated to a high degree by disputes over bookkeeping 
details. Gandhi had to go through some severe study, 
involving a self-given course in book-keeping, before he could 
understand it. Quite early in this operation he made up 
his mind, and told his employer, that he would try to settle 
it out of court if he could. Hils remained a fiLxed principle 
in all his professional career, and most of Ms cases were 
so settled. This was advisable because of the great saving 
in fees, he thought, but also, and perhaps cMefiy, because 
the suit was between relatives who had been and ought to 
be friends. 

Some three days after he had landed in Durban, his 
employer took him to a ma^strate’s court to see how it 
worked. GandM in those days wore his English clothes,, 
but with an Indian turban— like the pugree of Bengal — on 
his head. Those who wear the turban never take it off 
indoors or out; decorum requires that it be kept on, as is the 
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case nowadays with the Gandhi cap. Tlie English custom 
of removing the hat on entering a house or courtroom is 
thus directly at variance with Indian proprieties. Gandhi 
entered the court with his turban on and kept it on, though 
he noticed the magistrate staring at him. Eventually the 
magistrate asked him to remove the turban; he refused and 
left the courtroom. 

There was quite a little row about this incident; Gandhi 
\vrote to the papers defending his right to wear an Indian 
turban at all times, and a controversy arose which made him 
known in Natal sooner than he might have been otherwise. 
In this dilemma his self-respect as an Indian was, he felt, 
at stake, but he was willing to compromise by w^earing an 
English hat — ^which, of course, he w^ould have remo\'ed 
indoors in the English manner. His employer was very 
much against that, and Gandhi took his advice, wearing his 
turban thereafter as a sort of badge of independence. (‘Tf 
you wear a hat you will look like a waiter,” his employer 
had said). 

When he felt that he understood the lawsuit well enough, 
Gandhi notified AbduUah Sheth that he was ready to go to 
Pretoria, the capital of the Transvaal, where the case was 
to be tried. Abdullah was anxious; the Transvaal was 
even more difficult than Natal for Indians; the journey was 
long; there was the question of where Gandhi could stay in 
Pretoria. The young barrister made light of the difficulties 
and set forth in the train with a first-class ticket. 

When the train reached Maritzburg, the capital of Natal, 
a white passenger came along, saw him in the first-class 
compartment, went away, and came back again with some 
railroad officials. Gandhi was ordered to go into the ‘"van 
compartment”, where Indians usually travelled. He refused. 
A constable was summoned, and he was forcibly removed 
from the first-class compartment. Because he refused on 
principle to travel in any other manner, he had to sit in 
the railway station at Maritzburg all night long in the bitter 
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cold. In the mornmg he sent telegrams to the lailwa'v' 
management and to Abdullah Sheth in Durban, who took: 
appropriate steps; the Indian merchants of Maritzburg. 
informed by telegram, came to see him to tell, him their ow,rt 
troubles o:f the same order; when the next et'ening's train 
arrived a sleeping-berth had been reserved for him, and 
he accepted it. If lie had been willing to pay for bedding 
a,nd a berth in the first place, the incident would not have 
occurred, but he had been eager to avoid undue expense 
to Ms employers. 

In the sleeping-berth Gandhi arrived the next inoming 
at Cha.rlestown, the end of the railway, where lie had to- 
take a stagecoach to Johannesburg. Here were more- 
di:fficulties. At first the coach agent wanted to refuse lii,m 
a passage, but on Gandhi's insistence allow^ed liim to comt 
along — not inside the coach with the other passengers, but 
on the box outside, along wfith the coachman. The young 
barrister ‘'pocketed the insult”, as he said, but later on in 
the day when the coach agent w^anted to come out for air 
and told Gandhi to sit on the footboard so that he (the 
agont) could sit by the coachman and smoke, Gandhi 
refused. Tlie man thereupon proceeded to beat him up — 
a thorough assault, witnessed by the passengers, who 
protested in vain. At the night stop (Standerton), Gandhi 
was met by Indian merchants who kept him overnight, 
and in the morning he was given a scat, without incide,nt, on 
a new' coach with a new conductor. 

At Johannesburg there w^as a fresh incident : he could' 
not be admitted to the Grand National Hotel. When he 
found his Indian merchant friends at last (having missed’ 
them at the station), they explained to him that no Indian 
could stay in any hotel in tMs country. They w^arned him 
that the Dutch Transvaal was much wTOse than English 
Natal, and that on his journey to Pretoria on the following 
day he wnuld be obliged to travel third-class : it was an iron 
Rile. 
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Gandhi was as obstinate then, in his gentle way, as he 
was ever afterwards. It was a matter of principle, and 
he would not give in. He wrote to the station-master of 
Johannesburg and stated his intention, then proceeded to buy 
a first-class ticket. The station-master, a Dutchman from 
Holland, sold the ticket, but asked Gandhi not to involve 
him in any trouble that might result. 

It was a lucky day, apparently, in that two fair-minded 
Europeans stood by &e brave little challenger. When the 
guard on the train, taking tickets, ordered Gandhi to leave 
the first class, the only fellow passenger in the compartment 
happened to be an En^shman who defended Gandhi and 
would not allow him to be evicted. The guard said ; “Well, 
if you want to travel with a coolie — !” The train reached 
Pretoria without further incident. 

In Pretoria there was nobody to meet the traveller. He 
stood in the dimly lighted station and wondered what to do, 
where to go. He waited until all the passengers had depart- 
ed and then approached the ticket-collector with his problem. 
Was there any small hotel where he mi^t find lodging for 
the ni^t ? ITie ticket-collector knew of none. 

At this point another providential stranger befriended 
hhn. It was an American Negro who intervened and said 
he knew of a small hotel, owned by an American, where 
Gandhi would be accepted. The Negro took the traveller 
to Johnston’s Family Hotel, where Mr. Johnston agreed 
to give him a room if he was willing to eat his dinner there 
rather than in the dining -room. Gandhi took the room; 
he was learning fast. Mr. Johnston consulted his European 
customers, found that they were quite willing to eat in the 
same room with Gandhi, and brought him downstairs with 
apologies. 

On the next day Gandhi waited upon Abdullah Sheth’s 
attorney, Mr. A. W. Baker, who found board and lodging 
for him in tiie house of a poor woman willing to put up with 
the ignominy of an Indian guest for thirty-five shillings a week. 
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We hear a good deal abo-ut Mr. A. W. Baker from 
Gandhij not as a lawyer but because it seems to have been 
Baker’s desire to convert him to Christianity^ Baker was 
deeply religious and afterwards gave up his law practice to 
become a rmssionary; even tefore that he was a lay 
preacher. He had biult a church in Pretoria at his owti, 
expe-nse, and among o^ther things he had a daily prayer- 
meeting, to which he invited Gandhi at once. Those who 
frequented the prayer-meeting included a number of ladies 
who befriended young Gandhi, and, among others, Mr. 
IVlichael Coates, a Quaker, who seems to have become one 
of Gandhi’s best friends in those early years. 

But Christianity was not really for Gandhi, then or 
afterwards, because its central theological doctrine was un- 
sympathetic to him, and indeed beyond his capacity to 
believe — as it would be for most Hindus. Brought up to 
think that all men are sons of God, how could Gandhi at 
tventy-four suddenly concentrate the whole world-wide 
divinity of Hinduism into one historic figure ? The exclu- 
sive divinity of Jesus of Nazareth w^as the first difficulty, but 
another, not far behind it, was the attribution of the soul to 
human beings alone. Gandhi’s instinctive belief was in the 
unity of all life, which included animals as weE, and 
although he was not at that time very conversant with the 
doctrines of Hinduism, he must have had an awareness from 
•childhood (as aE Hindus have) of the deeply rooted 
’Convictions concerned with metempsychosis, the cycle of 
death and rebirth. Whether he fuEy knew or believed in 
Ms own reE^on or not, too much of it was implanted in his 
consciousness for him to abandon it for another so different. 
And indeed, the principal result of some months of associa- 
tion with these devout Christians, who gave him books to 
read and prayed for his conversion, was to turn him back 
upon Ms own relgion with a renewed interest in it. 

If, as I beEeve, the genius of Gandhi was primarily 
reEgious, those early days in Pretoria must have been among 
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the formative experiences of his life. He was face to face, 
for the first time, with a proselytizing effort — ^nobody in 
England had tried to convert him to anything — and a steady 
running argument that sharpened his perceptions while 
arousing his deeper religious instinct, his Vaishnava heritage. 
He was informed of all the Christian doctrines about sin and' 
redemption, the vicarious redemption through Jesus, which 
seemed to him — who wished to be redeemed ‘mot from the 
consequences of sin but from sin itself” — ^inapplicable to 
reality. He even encountered one zealous missioner, a 
member of the Plymouth Brethren, who permitted himself 
a certain latitude in transgression on the ground that Jesus 
had already atoned for it for him. The books Gandhi was 
given to read were full of doctrine, none of which moved 
him at all. The Sermon on the Mount came to be a very 
important part of his consciousness in the years ahead, but 
neither in the early days nor later could he accept the 
Christian theology. 

Gandhi, so earnest and hard-working, had never until 
this time found himself able to study religious literature 
or think what it was that he did believe. He had always 
been busy with his duties. Now he had little to do. other 
lawyers were working on the AbduUah-Tyeb lawsuit, and 
his services were not, for the moment, required. Thus he 
found, originally through Christian infiuences, but afterwards 
through Mohammedanism and Hinduism, a whole world of 
thought congenial to him and opening up vistas toward 
what was to be, at last, his own religion, his own kind of 
universalist Hinduism. 

His experiences on the way to Pretoria had given him 
a fairly good idea of the status of Indians in the Transvaal, 
and he wished, during this period of waiting for work, to 
do what he could about it. He went to Tyeb Sheth, the 
person against whom his lawsuit was intended, and made 
friends, a characteristic move on his part. With his help 
Gandhi called a meeting of all the Indians in the Transvaal 
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capital. It was held in the house of a leading Moslem 
merchant, and Gandhi made a speech — ^the first he had ever 
made. 

That, too, was characteristic : he wanted to help the 
Indians, but he began by teUing them what they themselves 
should do. His most earnest plea was made for truthfulness 
in business. He had learned with dismay that many of the 
Indian merchants regarded truth as having little place in 
business, and his effort was to convince them not only that 
truth was essential, in business as elsewhere, but that any 
lapse from it would do the Indians as a community much 
harm — ^that a single merchant in a strange land might harm 
all his fellow Indians by untruthfuiness. He w^ent on (of 
course) to hygiene and sanitation, urging them to reform in 
these respects. He asked them to obliterate all the dis- 
tinctions of religion and race brou^t over from India 
(Hindu, Moslem, Parsee, Christian, Punjabi, Madrassi, and 
the like). He suggested the formation of an association on 
a permanent basis to defend the rights of the Indians and to 
put their case before the authorities from time to time. 

It was a sort of model Gandhi speech — ^he was to make 
countless others of the same kind before the end. It 
concluded, of course, with his offer to do anything he could. 

The interest aroused was considerable; the association 
wras formed; three youngmen went to Gandhi and asked him 
for lessons in English. Gandhi, who had been studying the 
railway regulations of the Transvaal, wrote in the associa- 
tion’s name to the railway authorities and told them that 
even under their own rules the Indians were entitled to 
travel in any class for which they bou^t a ticket. The 
authorities replied that first and second class w^ould hence- 
forth be open to Indians who were “properly dressed” — a 
matter of interpretation for the ticket-seller. 

Thus began, on the smallest scale, and unnoticed by 
any but a handful of Indians in Pretoria, the mission of 
Mahatma G'andhi. It was what he was soon to call “public 
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work”, a kind of service for which he would never accept 
any emolument. He had never done it before, and it is 
doubtful if he had any idea of what it was to lead him into 
as the years rolled by. And yet the germ of almost all his 
“public work” is in that one meeting and one speech in 
1893. The Indians were to discipline themselves, tell the 
truth, be clean and keep their quarters clean, learn English, 
forget their internal differences — all this so as to acliieve 
self-respect and set themselves free. So far as externals 
go, this was pretty much what Gandhi asked of them for the 
next fifty-odd years. He did not think of this as political, 
and indeed it would be dfficult to find any political over- 
tones or implications in what he had to say. It was rather 
an effort for the general welfare of the Indians, beginning 
(as was Gandhi’s way) with the Indians themselves. 

There were, as he was learning every day and every 
week, endless disabilities, humiliations, and hardships for 
the Indians of the Transvaal and the Orange Free State. 
Indians were actually excluded from the Free State, except 
in designated menial jobs; in the Transvaal they suffered 
under crippling legislation. They had no vote and could 
not own land except in special “locations”, as they were 
called, and Gandhi said that in practice even the locations 
were not theirs. They had to pay a three-pound poll tax 
even to enter the Transvaal. They could not go out at 
night after nine o’clock without a special permit, and they 
could not walk on the public footpaths, but must take to 
the road with the beasts. On one occasion Gandhi was 
assaulted by a policeman somewhere near President Kruger’s 
house for walking on the footpath — something he had done 
often before without incident. These rules were administered 
according to the whims of the police, and as the Indians had 
in effect no means of redress, treatment of them wavered 
between indulgence and brutality. 

Gandhi’s growing concern over the predicament of the 
Indians was checked for a while by practical reasons : he 
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now had to deal with the lawsuit between Abdullah Sheth 
and his cousin Tyeb Sheth. Gandhi was employed in the 
preparation of Abdullah’s case for the attorney, who accept- 
ed some things and rejected others. The attorney then 
briefed the counsel, who accepted some parts of the presenta- 
tion and rejected others. Gandhi says that this practical 
work was for him an education in the law, as well as in 
book-keeping, translation, and other tasks. 

He was, however, set upon an amiable solution of the 
problem as he saw the fees mounting and the expenses 
accumulating. Patiently and w^ell he worked on Tyeb 
Sheth, the friendly enemy, and upon the various counsel, 
until he was able to get their consent to the appointment of 
an arbitrator; the case was argued, and Gandhi’s client won. 
It was then his self-appointed task to persuade Abdullah, 
his employer, to allow payment of the claim in instalments, 
and to persuade the proud Tyeb Sheth to agree. He says 
that if the whole sum had been exacted at once, Tyeb would 
have been bankrupt. He had his way : the instalment 
system over a long period of years was adopted, and the 
peaceful outcome was in the end a solace to both sides, 
strongly as they had resisted it. It was Gandhi’s habit 
thereafter, in all his cases, to try for such peaceful settle- 
ments — a strange form of law practice, but one that suited 
his peculiar talent. 

Gandhi’s year was up, and he prepared to go home after 
the case was settled. It had been a momentous year not 
only in his discoveries, but also in the arousing of his 
religious consciousness. He had read Tolstoy’s The 
Kingdom of God Is Within You, which penetrated his being 
as none of the arguments of orthodox Christianity had 
succeeded in doing. Tolstoy’s argument (that governments, 
police, armies, and so on would be unnecessary if men 
would live by the Sermon on the Mount) was in hannony 
with Gandhi’s natural feeling, and thou^ he had not yet 
formulated an ideal, there cannot be much doubt that 
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Tolstoy gave him a mighty push along the way toward it. 
It was not until 1909 that Gandhi dared to write to Tolstoy, 
but the influence began, according to his own account, in 
that first year in South Africa. The brilliance and bitter- 
ness of Tolstoy’s attack upon Church and State, his slashing, 
scornful descriptions of the diffensnce between word and 
deed among Christians, must bum deep into anybody who 
reads the book, and the power of the writer is such that 
objections do not arise until afterwards. Common sense will 
be stubborn enough to inquire, a day or so after one has 
finished the book, how in this world we know it can be 
possible to keep public order without any form of police. 
Tolstoy’s answer — ^that if all obeyed tlie teachings of Christ 
ail would be well — ^is no doubt quite true, but does not 
apply to any existing situation in human society. My 
belief is that Gandhi himself, in the course of his long 
pilgrimage, learned a great deal about the obstinacy of facts, 
and that his early burning enthusiasm for the Tolstoy doc- 
trine was somewhat modified. He said to me, two days 
before he died : “Mind you, no ordinary govermnent can 
get along without the use of force.” 

For the youth in South Africa, however, the blessings 
of experience (if blessings they be) were yet to come. He 
took from Tolstoy, with the utmost eagerness, the idea that 
a literal obedience to precept (the Sermon on the Mount, 
ie G/fa) would extricate him from the worst of the human 
predicament. The time was not far off when he would set 
iimself to this literal obedience to precept, this adherence 
'o the texts, as if to a map and a compass. 

2 

Gandhi went back to Durban and made his arrange- 
ments to go home. Abdullah Sheth arranged an all-day 
farewell for him, with a good many of the Indians of 
Durban present. In the course of the farewell party Gandhi 
became aware — ^by a chance paragraph in a newspaper that 
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^ell under his eye — of the “Indian Franchtae hid 
Natal legislature. It was a bill “ 

vote front Indians, and had 

passed. Ganahi, m amazement, asked it ft _ ^ 

of Durban had done nothing about it. They - 

were ntore or less reconciled .o 
it was no use to struggle; they had paid iitu 
the matter. He tried to tell them _tlie_ i'“P«rtance ot no 
franchise and the seriousness of their V . . 

it. Their answer was a touching clamor tor * ‘iV 

with them and teU them what to do. _ 

Gandhi accepted for one month, on contsiuon e e 
find the funds for a struggle against the Franchise i . ic 
himself would accept no payment for public work, biu ihe 
costs of printing, research, law consultations, and travel mus. 
be paid; moreover, one man could not do all the work; 
there must be volunteers. 

As always when he called for volunteers, he got t lun. 
Having agreed to delay his departure for one month (whicn 
was to last for years)' he flung himself into the work. _ He 
had discovered that the young Indians born in South Alricu 
were for the most part Christians and did not associate much 
with the Moslem and Hindu Indians from India. He 


resolved to claim them for his work because they were 
young and to some degree educated; he actually succeeded 
in getting a good number of them to volunteer. 

The &st step was a telegraphed request to the Speaker 
of the Legislature to delay further debate on the Franchise 
Bill until the Indians could be heard. Then there was the 
drafting and copying out of the petition itself, with three 
handwritten copies for the legislature and an extra one tor 
the press. The Speaker had given them only two days, and 
Gandhi with his volunteers worked night as well as day. 
When the two days were up, the Indian petition was pre- 
sented in the legislature, read, and discussed; it appeared in 
the press; it created a stir; but the Franchise Bill was passed. 
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Such a last-minute failure was of the Gandhian variety; 
it only encouraged those involved to further effort. The 
Indians of Durban, divided into dozens of small, conflicting 
groups, had come together as one group for the first time, 
and this result was worth the failure. They now decided 
on a petition to London, to the Secretary of State for the 
Colonies (Lord Ripen), which would be signed by as many 
as possible of the Indians of Natal. 

This was a much bigger undertaking, for Natal was huge 
and the villages were widely scattered. Gandhi’s volunteers 
had a task equal to their utmost capacity. Aside from the 
central facts of Indian unity, organization, and communal 
effort, all of which were new in South Africa, the brief 
campaign brought out a number of novelties full of promise 
for the future. For example, the young men born in South 
Africa, many or most of whom had become Christians, once 
alienated from the other Indians, had come out for Gandhi, 
worked for him, and followed him. This may initially have 
been (and probably was) because of his London English, 
his London clothes, the fact that he was a barrister and a 
credit to the community; but his powers of gentle, persistent 
persuasion must have come into play already. Ten thousand 
signatures were obtained to the petition in two weeks. One 
thousand copies of it were printed for distribution in India, 
England, and elsewhere; the press was kept fully informed; 
both the Times in London and the Times of India (Bombay) 
supported the Indian claim to the vote. So far as England 
and India were concerned, this was their first real acquaint- 
ance with the questions arising out of racial prejudice in 
South Africa. 

After the excitement of the month past it proved 
impossible for Gandhi to leave Natal. Too many people 
and things depended upon him. The Indians of Durban 
would not let him go. As he would not accept payment for 
‘‘public work”, the merchants banded together and 
guaranteed him enough professional work as a lawyer to 



DISCOVERY IN SOUTH AFRICA. 


35 


Stay another year. It was his desire, for quite impersonal 
reasons, to live in a manner befitting a London barrister, 
to travel first-class, and to compel respect; to do this he 
needed about three hundred pounds a year, and the sum was 
provided. 

He went through a series of dfficulties before he could 
be admitted as an advocate of the Supreme Court of Natal. 
The Law Society, made up entirely of Europeans, opposed 
his admission to the end. The Qiief Justice made short 
shrift of their objections, declared that the law did not dis- 
tinguish between coloured and white people, and admitted 
Gandhi to take the oath at once. As soon as he had done 
so, the Chief Justice said : “You must now take off your 
turban, Mr. Gandhi.” And this time Gandhi yielded. His 
turban, which had become a kind of symbol of his resistance 
to the oppression of Indians, did not seem to him important 
enough in this juncture to risk the loss of his place at the 
court. 

He proceeded at once to the formation of a permanent 
organization among the Indians and, after some discussion, 
decided to call it the Natal Indian Congress. The choice of 
a name was delicate business; the Indian National Congress, 
at home in India, had already begun to irk conservative and 
imperialist opinion, though its activity was innocuous 
enough; and yet Gandhi felt that no other name could give 
the flavour of an all-embracing organization from which no 
Indian should be barred. Such nationalism as existed in 
India was already firmly associated with the word 
“Ctongress”. Therefore, although he realized that he was 
m linin g counter to much conservative and even moderate 
opinion, Gandhi adopted the controversial name. 

The enthusiasm at the beginning was great, and there 
was no difficulty in obtaining the necessary subscriptions 
and donations from members. But those who had signed 
for contributions were not always prompt in paying them, 
and a good part of the work of Gandhi and Ms volunteers 
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had to be wasted on collection of sums due. This, however, 
he insisted upon; one of his lifelong principles was to pay 
cash and never incur debts for any form of ‘‘public work”. 
This principle was accompanied by another; he never wished 
to have more money in hand than was necessary. Between 
these two firm pillars — no debts and no surplus — ^be so 
built the Natal Indian Congress that it was steadily solvent 
for at least twenty years. Receipts were given for every 
sum, however small; accounts were kept with the greatest 
care. ‘'Without properly kept accounts, ’’ G’andhi said, “it 
is impossible to maintain truth in its pristine purity.” 

Meetings of the Congress were held regularly, some- 
times once a week and never less than once a month. 
Gandhi taught the members the rules of procedure — all new 
to them, of course; he was the only one who knew these 
things — and they learned eagerly. A library, a debating 
society, a special subsidiary body to bring together tlie 
educated young men born in South Africa — ail these were 
quickly brought into being. The effort to state the case for 
the Indians naturally fell principally upon Gandhi, and he 
produced at this time two pamphlets for the Congress : An 
Appeal to Every Briton in South Africa and The Indian 
Franchise — An Appeal Both went out far and wide, not 
only in South Africa, but to England and India, and evoked 
many expressions of sympathy. The question was ceasing 
to be local and becoming what it really was in fact, both 
general and fundamental. 

At this stage of development the inevitable happened : 
Gandhi came into contact with the larger mass of Indians 
in South Africa, the indentured labourers. He had been 
aware of them all the time, but the nature of his occupations 
had kept him from any acquaintance with them. His work 
had thrown him entirely with the prosperous merchants and 
their staffs, but what he had already done was known 
throughout the Indian population. 

One day a Tamil workman, trembling and weeping. 
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appeared in his office. His mouth was bleeding and two 
front teeth had been knocked out. He held his turban in 
his hand deferentiallj-^ — ^Mr. Gandhi was a barrister ! — and 
noured forth his story. Gandhi, of course, did not under- 
stand Tamil, but his clerk was from southern India and 
translated for Mm. The man had been severely beaten by 
his master, a well-known European. Gandhi sent him to a 
doctor for a certificate of injuries, and then took him to a 
magistrate, who issued a summons for the offending master. 

The law governing indentured labourers -was severe ; a 
man could not leave his employment without risking 
criminal proceedings and imprisonment. It w'as, in iact, a 
form of slavery, mitigated by many circumstances (indudius 
the time limit), but akin to slavery in that the man had no 
freedom of action. Gandhi, who knew the law. did not 
wish to see the brutal European master punished; he only 
wanted the victim released from that particular indenture 
and transferred, if psosible. to another. He secured ihe 
agreement of the European master (who by that time was 
probably rather frightened) and then went to the Protector 
of Indentured Labourers, a public official, who released the 
man to another indenture. Gandhi, out of his slender 
acquaintance among Europeans, found a new master willing 
to lake the man. 

The victim in the case was called Balasundaram. a name 
Gandhi never forgot. The poor man. physically suffering 
and mentally' in despair, had run to Gandhi’s office because 
it was the only place he had ever heard of where a poor 
coolie from southern India might he given justice or pro- 
tection. It w-as chance, perhaps, but chance pregnant with 
consequences. Balasundaram play^ed a brief but decisive 
part in history because he acted, ail unwittingly, as the key 
to Gandhi’s greater mission. 

The episode was repeated and magnified; it became 
legend overni^t: there wms a man. actually an Indian sahib, 
a barrister, a man of the great, who did not disdain to care 
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for and to defend a poor beaten coolie. The story went 
rapidly to southern India, to Madras itself and succeeding 
waves of Indian immigration were told, even before they left 
India, that Gandhi was their friend. As for Natal itself, 
the indentured labourers adopted him at once, and streamed 
through his office from then onward. Gandhi’s immense 
popularity in southern India, which actually preceded his full 
recognition in the north, came originally from the great legend 
(or great truth) exemplified in the story of Balasundaram. 

He was himself very deeply moved. Not only the 
suffering of the labourer, but the humility of the man — the 
fact that he held his headgear in his hand — struck deep into 
Gandhi’s heart. He felt, as he had felt before, that those 
who had no help elsewhere were the people he most desired 
to help. The pathos of the headgear struck him more 
particularly because he had gone throng such a series of 
incidents concerned with his own. The humiliation to 
which he had objected was here accepted as natural by the 
stricken man, the defenceless. Gandhi had asked him at 
once to resume his scarf, and Balasundaram had dcme so 
hesitantly, but with a ^ow of pleasure. Such small things 
were Gandhi’s secret power, more than his external skills 
in law or action. There was no indentured labourer in 
Natal who did not know all about this within a few days. 

3 

As he conducted the campaign of the Natal Indian 
Congress and simultaneously earned his living at the bar, 
Gandhi continued to pirrsue the religious interests that had 
been aroused by the Christians of Pretoria. He continued 
to associate with Christian missionary friends, thou^ in 
Durban the chief of them (Mr. Spencer Walton, head of 
the South African General hfission, and his wife) made no 
attempt to convert him. Christian books were avail^le to 
him in numbers, but he also began now to study his own 
religion more carefully than ever before. His great friend 
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Raychandra, in Bombay (whom he always called Raychand 
bhai — ‘"Brother Raychand”), was of great use and 
considerable influence by correspondence during this period 
(1893 — 96) and afterwards. Gandhi had met Raychand on 
his return from London and had been subjugated by the 
wit, learning, and character of the man, only two or three 
5 ^ears older than himself, who could simultaneously conduct 
a jew’ellery firm and write poetry, study EDndu Scriptures 
and read modem European literature. Raychand had the 
faculty, which must have been fairly common among the 
Brahmins of ancient times, the possessor of which is called 
a Shatavadhani — ^that is, be could remember word for word, 
syllable by syllable, whatever was said to him and could 
repeat it back, no matter in what order or in what language. 
It was by this method, of course, that the Brahmins pre- 
served the Hindu Scriptures through the many long 
centuries before the invention of writing — ^by complicated 
technical feats of acrostic, inverted order, and the like, 
guaranteeing that the sacred words (which were a Brahmin 
secret and the basis of Brahmin dominion) would never be 
lost from memory. Gandhi’s fascination with Raychandra’s 
extraordinary personality had been keen in then actual 
meetings in Bombay; it became a strong devotion, almost 
a pupil-teacher devotion, during the years in South Africa 
when Raychand counselled him by letter. 

Under that counsel he read some of the JEEndu Scrip- 
tures (in English, of course), particularly the Upanishads 
in a translation put out by the Theosophical Society. He 
read Max Muller and some other writers on India; there 
were some vernacular books in Gujarati on religious 
subjects. IDs regard for his own religion and his desire to 
know more of it were growing. At the same time he read 
more books on Islamic subjects, Washington Irving’s Life 
of Mahomet being one. And those pamphlets or polemical 
works which Tolstoy had been pouring out — The Gospel in 
Brief and What to Do ? were two of them; What Is Art ? 
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came a year later — ^were almost as important as any Scrip- 
ture to Gandhi. Oddly enough he never discovered, 
throughout his life, how much Tolstoy was a literal}^ 
phenomenon — ^how little Tolstoy really signified in the action 
of life, the enactment of precept, die doing of the thing 
thought. Gandhi was simple-minded. If a man said that 
the Sermon on the Mount was the one single rule, he 
believed that to this man it was the one single rule. He 
endeavoured thereafter, in increasing degree, to make it so 
for himself. He never found out that the man who made 
the preachment could not himself obey it. He seems always 
to have assumed the total sincerity of others as he extended 
the areas of literal sincerity in himself. Thus he came in 
the end to the essential error of all great souls : 'T am a 
creature of nothing, devoid of special faculties for achieve- 
ment, and yet I can do it, therefore why can all others not 
do it? What I, poor limited creature, can do — ^in discip- 
linary resolutions, that is — ^must be much easier for others, 
or at least as easy.” This was his greatest fallacy, and the 
measure of his failure in South Africa, India, and the world. 
He thought all others could do what he did, because in 
fact he thought all others were superior to him in capacity 
to do things. 'This error was fatal : it pints him with 
Socrates, the Lord Gautama Buddha, and the Lord Jesus of 
Nazareth, the three most spectacular failures known in 
human history. All of them believed that other men could 
do w^hat they did. They were wrong, and so was Gandhi, 
He had now completed three years in South Africa, and 
it was quite apparent that he would have to stay a long time 
if he hoped to bring to any good result the work that he 
had initiated. He made a compact with his Moslem friends 
in Durban : they would permit him to go home to India 
to collect his family and his possessions, such as they were, 
and to come back on the same terms as before. He picked 
two devoted volunteers to run the Natal Indian Congress 
during his absence and set sail for Bombay. 



CHAPTER THREE 
SATYAGRAHA 

On the way to India, Gandhi quite characteristically 
studied two Indian languages, Tamil and Urdu, which he 
felt he ought to know, and both of them from or with 
British officers of the ship. At all stages of his life British 
people instinctively liked him, tried to make friends with 
him, helped him in all his efforts. He reciprocated the 
feelings, and it may truthfully be said that the British never 
had in all their wondrous history a more loyal and loving 
rebel than Gandhi. He did not learn T amil , but he got 
to the point where he could read it quite easily; Urdu came 
with less difficulty, but he never got it ri^t either, in spite 
of some years in jail afterwards when he had ample 
opportunity for study. 

In India he did his best — aside from his domestic 

arrangements about moving the famil y to South Africa 

to make known to all the questions that now interested him. 

He began by writing a pamphlet on the Indians in 
South Africa; it had a green cover and was thereafter known 
as the Green Pamphlet. Cc^es went to every newspaper 
in India and En^and, to every person of importance in the 
Indian National Congress, to officials, and to persons 
assumed to be interested. It ma(fe a great stir and was 
commented upon editorially by the newspapers in both 
countries. Reuters sent a summary to London, and their 

London office sent an even briefer summary to Natal ^for 

which Gandhi was to pay by much peril and anguish. 

He sent out these pamphlets (one thousand of them) 
by means of volunteers in his own native place, Rajkot, but 
in this case he made use of small children. It was the first 
time he had thought of asking children to do this kind of 
work. Later on he was to rely upon them repeatedly for 



42 MAHATMA GANDHI — GREAT LIFE IN BRIEF 

such enterprises; they were eager, happy to do it, and felt 
themselves made important by trying. 

At this moment there was an outbreak of plague in 
Bombay, and Gandhi voltmteered his services, as usual, thus 
making his first acquaintance with latrines and sanitary 
arrangements in Indian houses. He found, on his inspection 
tours, that the houses of the well-to-do were less sanitary 
than those of the very poor, and in particular of the 
untouchables, whom he saw now for the first time in their 
own homes. Gandhi’s descriptions of the latrines and 
urinals of some upper-class houses are to be read now with 
amazement : it does not seem possible that Hindus of the 
higjiest caste could live, eat, and sleep in such a peipetual 
stench, and yet he saw and smelled for himself. 

He also met friends who would be useful thereafter, 
especially in Bombay — Sir Pherozeshah Mehta, the great 
Bombay lawyer, and other Parsees and Hindus of note. 
The principal one, the one who had most influence upon 
him, was Gokhale, the head of the Indian National Congress, 
who welcomed him as a son. Gokhale was by aU accounts 
a very remarkable man, and without his spadework, his 
fundamental organization of the Indian consciousness, it is 
possible that Gandhi could not have fulfilled his own 
mission. In any case the instinctive communication of the 
two men, wide apart in age, was immediate, and Gandhi ever 
afterwards referred to Gokhale as his “political guru”, his 
master in all those matters which had to do with public work. 

There was a visit to Madras : wild enthusiasm. The 
story of Balasundaram had been spread throu^out the 
T amil and Telugu country. Gandhi was the protector of 
the slave labourers of Soutii Africa, most of whom had come 
from die province of Madras. He could not speak to these 
people in their own language, but was obliged to use 
English, as he did for many decades thereafter in southern 
India. But, said he, “What barrier is there that love cannot 
break?” 
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In Bengal it was different : Gandhi had to wait for 
hours to see important editors or persons who could help 
the Indians of South Africa. The fact was that scarcely 
any Bengalis — ^perhaps not even one — ^had gone to South 
AMca, so that the question seemed very remote from the 
offices in Calcutta. As usual, Gandhi found an Englishman 
(Mr. Saunders, editor of The Eixglishinan) who espoused 
his cause, gave him office room and space in the news- 
paper and everything he required for the presentation of 
his case. But then his sis months’ leave came to an end, 
and cablegrams from Durban urged him to return. He left 
Calcutta for Bombay, collected his wife, two sons, and a 
nephew, and set sail in December 1896 to return to South 
Africa. 


2 

Gandhi tells us how he dressed his wife and children 
on this journey. He wanted to compel the Europeans to 
respect Indians as Indians. Even at that time he cared 
little or nothing about himself, but he regarded himself 
as representative of the community, almost a symbol of the 
strug^e (as indeed he was), and therefore he wanted to 
represent. His wife and children could not really dress 
as Europeans, but they could dress as Parsees, which was 
the nearest thing in India to European. This meant coat, 
trousers, and shoes for the boys, a Parsee sari and shoes 
and stockings for poor Kasturbai. None of them had ever 
worn shoes before, and it was a great pain : their toes got 
sore and the stockings smelled of perspiration, offensive to 
them. Gandhi also made them use the knife and the fork, 
which always do seem (even today) an abomination to 
Indians who wish to eat with clean hands. 

The boat belonged to Abdullah Sheth’s firm and made 
strai^t from Bombay to Durban, taking only ei^teen days 
instead of the six weeks of the preceding voyage. At 
Durban it was delayed for quarantine : there had been 
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cholera in Bombay. This was comprehensible, of course, 
but during the five extra days ordered by the doctors 
(eighteen of the voyage, five in quarantine) quite different 
themes began to be heard. It was not merely that twenty- 
three days were required for cholera to develop. It seemed 
that Mr. Gandhi was the point at issue. 

The Natal white people (and I cannot make out from 
the evidence what the Government of Natal was doing, if it 
was doing anything) had made up their minds that Gandhi 
was a trouble-maker and should not be permitted to land. 
They wanted him and all the persons on his ship and on 
another ship that anchored at the same time, also full of 
Indians, to return to India at once. During the five days 
of quarantine some agents of the White associations went 
among the passengers of the two ships saying : if you return 
to India you may possibly get your passage money back, 
but if you insist on staying here you will be shoved into 
the sea. Gandhi coimteracted this as best he could by 
moving among the passengers and telling them to be calm 
and wait. 

An ultimatum was served on the passengers at Christmas: 
they would return to India or run the risk of death. All, 
without exception, said that they stuck to their li^t to land 
at Port Natal — a matter of principle in which Gandhi had 
had ample time to instruct them. 

Gandhi was the cause of the trouble, as became amply 
evident when they landed. When there was no further legal 
excuse for keeping the ships outside, they were authorized to 
enter the harbour and disembark their passengers. Gandhi, 
however, was a very special case. A message came aboard 
from the English lawyer for the Abdullah firm, saying that 
Gandhi and his wife and children should not attempt to 
get off the boat until it got dark, as feeling was excited 
against him. He agreed to this. 

Then another of the Abdullah lawyers, a man named 
Laughton, came to Gandhi and said that it woidd be best 
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for Mrs. Gandhi and the children to disembark, take a 
carriage, and go straight to the house of the Indian friend 
(Rustomji) with whom they were supposed to lodge. 
Gandhi himself should take his chances on foot. Gandhi 
agreed to this too. 

Finally he was allowed to get off the boat. His wife and 
children had driven without incident to Rustomji’s house. 
Gandhi got off with Mr. Laughton and walked a few feet, 
upon which some rowdy youths started shouting ; ‘"Gandhi! 
Gandhi 1” and a crowd quickly assembled. Mr. Lau^ton 
summoned a rickshaw (a form of conveyance of which 
Gandhi thoroughly disapproved), but the rickshaw boy was 
frightened off by abuse and took to his heels. Gandhi and 
Mr. Lau^ton went on walking. They were beset by the 
crowd and separated (this was in broad dayli^t), and 
Gandhi was showered with stones, brickbat s, a nd r otten 
eggs. His turban was tom off and he was severely beaten 
and kicked by the mob. Then, as was always his case, an 
English person saved him — ^in this case Mrs. Alexand er^e 
wi fe of the Superintendent of Police . She knew Gandhi, 
andT seeing^ jittle^apTb^afen^against an iron railing where 
he was clinging, half-conscious, while the hoodlums assailed 
him, she calmly stood beside him and opened up her 
umbrella between the mob and G'andhi and herself. The 
umbrella was strictly symbolic, but everybody in the mob 
knew Mrs. Alexander and nobody dared attack her. Gandhi 
was safe. 

Alexander, the Police Superintendent, arrived in time 
and got Gandhi off to Rustomji’s house under guard, but 
there again a mob formed with the plain intention of 
lynching him. This time Alexander got him out of the 
house by the back way, disguised as a police constable, 
and meanwhUe held the mob in leash by singing to them ; 

Hang old Gandhi 

On the sour apple tree. 
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For tvi’O or three days thereafter Gandhi was kept in the 
police station under guard, but when the storm blew over, 
it was found that in reality it had benefited him. None 
of the accusations against him was true. The white people 
thought he had brought over all the Indians on both the 
ships in the harbour ; he had had nothing to do with their 
migration, and in any case most of them were old residents 
of Africa who had been to India on a visit. The whites 
also blamed Gandhi for a very brief and misleading article, 
sent by Reuters from India to England and thence to South 
Africa, which gave a distorted version of what he had said 
of conditions in Natal. When all this was cleared up, a 
sense of justice prevailed and Gandhi was more esteemed 
than ever among the Natal whites. He himself believed 
that his subsequent w’ork was aided, rather than hindered, 
by the episode. 


3 

He w^as at a very curious transition just at the end of 
the nineteenth century. He was physically very lustful (two 
of his sons were bom in South Africa, and one he deliver ed 
hi mself because the doctor wa s, late \ Yet he had begun 
to think and feel that he could not fulfil his appointed tasks 
unless he abstained totally from sexu^ intercourse. This 
idea, very deep in Hinduism, is embodied in the word 
brahmacharya, “the learning of God”, by which is meant 
self-control and an abnegation of sensual appetite. 
Brahmacharya is recommended to all Hindus at the begin- 
ning and at the end of their lives (the first and last of the 
four ages of man). G'andhi knew little of Hinduism, but 
this idea began to haunt him. 

Furthermore, his ideas of his public duty were in a 
state that cannot be called confused, but must be regarded 
as evolving slowly. His loyalty to the British Raj was 
intense (‘*G*od save the (Jueen !’’) and remained so until 
the great rebellious days of the 1920’s. When the Boer 
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War came — ^it was inevitable and had been in preparation 
for years — Gandhi felt a general sjmpathy for the Boers, 
but an over-ruling loyalty to England. It was hardly even 
a conflict for him — ^he did not think that his instinctive 
sympathy for the Boers made any difference : the important 
thing was his bom, sv/om and felt loyalty to England. Thus 
he organized and led an Indian medical corps (over one 
thousand men), which served with distinction, even under 
fire on some occasions (as at Spion Kop), and received the 
thanks of the highest authorities. The episode served to 
strengthen the prestige and therefore the bargaining position 
of the Indians in South Africa, but, as usual, this result 
was incidental to Gandhi’s original desire to give loyal service. 

Medical service was, as a matter of fact, congenial to 
Gandhi and remained one of his preoccupations. He had 
started by nursing his own children, medically speaking, and 
by actually delivering one of them. Then he found himself 
able to give two hours a day to a free hospital in vhich 
many poor Indians were treated. His lifelong interest in 
nursing thus arose naturally and gradually, so that when the 
war came he was psychologically ready for what he had to 
do. He always gave first importance to these tasks, and 
in later days was quite capable of keeping a w^hole cabinet 
or a whole empire waiting while he took care of a poor 
leper. In fact, some of his ‘"miracles” (like all legend- 
creators or legend-centres, Gandhi had many miracles 
attributed to him) came from his simple nursing techniques. 
In the case of a little girl who had been pronounced dead 
and whom he restored to life, years later in India, he said 
with some asperity : “Miracle ? Nonsense ! I merely gave 
the child an enema.” Giving enemas, applying bandages 
and poultices, caring for the sick in every way ima^nable, 
were parts of what he felt to be his job. There is no doubt 
whatever that his gentle voice, his great long tender hands, 
and his simple, natural affection for all creatures had some- 
thing to do with the generally fortunate results of his nursing. 
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He could give comfort and peace even when he most lacked 
it himself. 

And he did lack it. Brahmacharya was by no means 
easy for him. It took him years to achieve. He began to 
tiy, by Eelf<ontrol and without fonnal vows, in 1901 after 
the Boer War was over. He did not feel strong enough to 
take the final vow imtil 1906, which means that for five 
years he repeatedly failed to overcome his sexual desires. 
This battle which so many great and good men have 
engaged upon through the centuries, was perhaps harder for 
Gandhi than for anybody else we can easily remember. St. 
Augustine was, by comparison, a very poor second. (He 
prayed for chastity, but “Not yet. Lord, not yet !” and was 
comfortably ensconced with a mistress at the very time when 
his mother was arranging his marriage) . Oiigen castrated 
himself. This Gandhi would have abhorred as he abhorred 
every interference with nature. But he did profoundly feel 
that the spirit within him demanded a release from physical 
bondage, that he must overcome the desire of the body, and 
that only in such a release could his work be done. In this 
he does not seem to have been influenced particularly by 
Hindu Scriptures, though innumerable texts advocate 
brahmacharya. It seems to have been by his own nature’s 
law— and he found the texts afterwards. At the veiy 
beginning of the struggle he told his poor, f aithful jK-astiirbai 
who had (by his own account! suffered so much from the 
excesses of his lust, and she agreed that he should the 
attempt. Perhaps it was a relief to h er. At all events she 
must have been sure, as he declared so often, that his 
sesiaI_nature_^§ _entirelY concentrated upon anH that 
be had never been unfaith ful. 

4 

After the Boer War was over, Gandhi again returned 
to India. He wanted it to be a definitive return — ^he felt 
that he had been away long enough— but his friends of the 



SATYAGRAHA 


49 


Natal Indian Congress exacted from him a pledge that if 
they needed him again, he would come back to them. In 
the series of farewells given him, many expensive presents 
were bestowed upon him, all because he had worked for 
the community without pay. His conscience irked him over 
these gifts, some of which were extremely valuable, and he 
resolved to put them into a bank as a trust fund to support 
public work for the Indians in case of need. Kasturbai was 
very hard to persuade on this count, but as he had the 
children on his side he eventually won, and the objects of 
gold and diamonds were all put in trust. Later on he was 
grateful for the ease with which he could raise money on 
these gifts in cases of emergency. 

In India his first interest was to attend the 1901 meeting 
of the Indian National Congress at Calcutta. This body, 
a curiosity in political history, was then sixteen years old. 
It had been founded by an En^shman, Allan Octavian 
Hume, who was its Secretary until 1907. Lord Dufferin, 
the Viceroy of the time, had actually wished to strengthen 
the Congress by making it more Indian, by asking Indians 
to preside over it and organize it. Its purposes were social 
and political : it was to canalize the rising nationalism of the 
Indians, both Hindu and Moslem, into ways of modera- 
tion and legality. It w^as to do what it could for the general 
welfare and to express, as much as possible, the wishes of 
the country. As illiteracy was then very widespread (w^ell 
above the ninety per cent registered in later years), the 
inevitable result was that the Congress became an assembly 
of middle-class intellectuals, lawyers, merchants, and the 
like, who spoke for India in a notably timid and circums- 
pect maimer. Even so, it was the only national association 
that could speak for India at all, and Gandhi felt it to be 
the “life blood” of the country. The meeting of 1901 was 
his initiation : beyond a doubt he was incapable of realizing 
then what an instrument the Congress was to become in 
his own hands. 
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His main purpose was to present a resolution in support 
of the Indians of South Africa. But he had two or three 
days, first, to appreciate the physical difficulties of a vast 
meeting of his fellow countrymen. The lack of sanitation 
distressed him, and he would have cleaned the latrines 
himself if it had been possible; as it was, he contented himself 
with cleaning the one particular latrine that he was 
using. He did clerical work as a volunteer and kept his 
eyes and earn open. Much displeased him, and yet he felt 
a thrill of excitement at the thought of being present in a 
truly national assembly. When it came time to read his 
own resolution, it was late; aU resolutions were passed 
unanimously anyhow; few persons listened to him or cared 
what was in the resolution; it went through without a 
dissenting vote because Gokhale, the great man of the 
Congress, had read and appro’fed it. 

After the Congress meeting Gandhi spent a month as 
Gokhale’s guest. He was to remember this to the end. 
There were both good and bad in this month of Calcutta. 
Through Gokhale, Gandhi met many eminent persons to 
whom he could preach his gospel of help for the Indians 
of South Africa, and he felt that this was abundantly useful. 
But on one occasion he went to the Temple of Kali, and 
was horrified at the blood sacrifice that took place there. 
The sheep or the lamb, he felt, was life even as the bnman 
beir^ was life. He never reconciled himself to blood 
sacrifice and did his best to bring it to an end in Tndi^ 

Finally, after a brief visit to Rangoon, he said his fare- 
wells to Gokhale and started for Bombay. For the first 
time,^ he wished to travel third-class in order to study the 
conditions of the Indian poor. Indian third-class then 
was incredibly dirty, overcrowded, and unsanitary. Gokhale 
did his best to dissuade Gandhi from this experiment 
but without success. The Httle man had a tremendous 
obstiMcy when he had made up his mind. He wanted to 
stop in four or five places, including Benares, and travelled 
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by ordinary trains between them. Now, too, for the iBrst 
time, he adopted ordinaiy^ Indian clothmg, the shirt and 
dhoti, or wrapped skirt. 

He recorded Ms shock at the conditions he found. From 
then on, whenever he was in India, with an mterruption 
caused by his serious illness in 1918-19, he tried to travel 
tMrd-class, partly as a protest against the conditions there 
and partly to inform himself of them. In later years the 
governmental authorities (both British and, later, Indian) 
went to great lengths to ensure cleanliness and decorum on 
any tMrd-class carriage that GandM used. His ashes were 
eventually transported to the confluence of the sacred rivers 
in a special train made up entirely of third-class carriages. 

In Benares, Gandhi was irritated, repelled, and in fact 
made downright angry by the dirt and money-grubbing he 
found around the temples, above all the Kashi Vishvanath 
(the Temple of the Master of the World). The dirty little 
lanes leading to the temple, the rubbishy little shops, the 
general atmosphere of paltry profiteering, disgusted him. 
He was to go to Benares afterwards, but only after he had 
become Mahatma and was revered by the multitude. Even 
then, years later, Benares repelled him. 

He went to see Annie Besant, who had been ill and 
was only just convalscent. This brilliant and extraordmary 
creature had made her way through socialism and various 
other beliefs into theosophy, but in so doing had performed 
a genuine service to India by arousing the interest of young 
people in the literature and tradition of their own past. 
She used to make lecture tours all over India, and although 
as an Englishwoman she might have been supposed to belong 
to the colonial oppressor’s bailiwick, she was in fact 
an important influence in the Indian renaissance, the revival 
of an awareness of India’s glory. Gandhi had deep respect 
for her for these reasons, though he was not himself then 
or at any other time a member of the Theosopliical Society. 

Back in Bombay he tried to return to the bar, but it 
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was not to be. Tbe Indians of South Africa needed him 
and sent an urgent cablegram : Joseph Chamberlain was 
coining to South Africa; Gandhi must “return immediately”. 
He had given his pledge on leaving Durban, and now he 
had no choice. This time he took vrith him four or five 
young men who wanted to go and mi^t be useful in his 
work there. Among these was his second cousin Maganlal 
Gandhi, who was to prove one of the most useful lieutenants 
in the great strug^e now about to begin. 

Gandhi arrived in Durban just in time to draw up the 
paper and present it. Chamberlain had come to Africa to 
get a big monetary gift and to reconcile, if possible, the 
lately embattled British and Boers. He had short shrift for 
the Indians, declared that the government in London could 
not control the self-governing colonies, and advised the 
Indians to “placate” the Europeans if they wished to live 
in Africa at all. 

From Natal it was necessary for Gandhi to go immediately 
to the Transvaal, where Chamberlain was due next, anH do 
the same thing for the Transvaal Indian community. The 
Transvaal, smarting under defeat, was a far router and 
tougher country for an Indian than Natal. In the first place, 
Indians could not get a permit to enter the country without 
much exercise of influence and (in many cases) heavy 
bribery. The ravages of war had been severe, and the 
British conquerors had brought in a whole new set of officers 
from India, Ceylon, and elsewhere, who were new to 
the country and operated in an autocratic manner. Gandhi 
got his permit by asking his old friend Police Superintendent 
Alexander, who had once saved his life. But in Pretoria 
he found that tl® new Asiatic Office (manned by British 
officers from India) was adamant against him : he would 
not be permitted to see Chamberlain or take any part in 
the affair, and in fact his permit to enter the Transvaal 
was questioned. He drew up the petition and had it read 
to Chamberlain by another Indian barrister, a 
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But what he saw in the Transvaal in a few days made 
him feel that the Indians there needed him far more than 
did the Indians of Natal. He resolved to stay, to set up 
offices as a barrister in Johannesburg, and to give as much 
time as he could to the protection of the Indians. To his 
suiprise the Law Society of the Transvaal made no objection 
(he was, of course, the only Indian) and the Supreme 
Court admitted him quite tranquilly as an advocate. 

His first task was to expose the shameless way in which 
the Indians were being fleeced for re-entry permits. Many 
had left the Transvaal during the war; to come back they 
were compelled to pay large sums, up to one hundred 
pounds each, for the permit. Gandhi patiently collected 
the evidence and then took it to the Police Commissioner. 
A trial ensued in which the guilty officers were acquitted 
by a juiy, but after such a thorough exposure that the 
abuses came to an end and the officers themselves were 
dismissed from their employ. In this respect the Indians 
enjoyed relief and Gandhi’s prestige as their protector, 
already great, rose to new levels. 

Gradually Gandhi’s system of living began to be 
patriarchal, even though he was in fact only in his early 
thirties. He took his office clerks to live with him, along 
with the young men he had brought from India and also, 
from time to time, various Englishmen and other Europeans 
whom he wished to know better. He was simplifying his 
existence in every way possible, materially speaking, and 
these visitors or guests had to conform to the rules of the 
house. He was up every morning at six (which he seemed 
to regard as a sinfully late hour), and he had learned from 
some book to skip breakfast as being unnecessary; he was 
now becoming not only a vegetarian, but a strict dietician 
with a liking for experiment. It was just at this time, in 
Johannesburg, that he embarked on the diet of fruit and 
nuts which sustained him for a good many years thereafter. 
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His religious interests were deepening, and he never ceased 
to read books on Hinduism at this time. 

Among his helpers two European girls were pre-eminent. 
The first was Miss Dick, a Scottish girl who had 
just come to South Africa and who declared herself 
quite willin g to work for an Indian. Gandhi foimd her 
invaluable, and was happy to give her away in marriage 
when she became Mrs. MacDonald. Next came Miss 
Schlesin, a South African girl of German origin, afterwards 
a teacher in the public schools. She was frank, impetuous, 
and sincere, and at a time when Gandhi and almost all 
his co-workers were in jail she ran the whole Indian move- 
ment herself, practically sin^ehanded. Gandhi esteemed 
her work more highly &an that of almost any other of his 
followers. She refused to accept more than ten pounds a 
month and grew angry when he tried to raise her pay. She 
came to him at the age of seventeen and stayed throu^out 
the days of turmoil. 

The next step was the foundation of a weekly journal, 
Indian Opinion, started in 1904, in which for the next ten 
years Gandhi poured out his thou^t and feeling on all the 
subjects of interest to the Indian community. He was 
neitiier the proprietor nor the editor, but a great part of his 
earnings as a barrister went into the support of the paper, 
and it was known throu^out South Africa that he wrote 
the editorials. He was himself convinced that his success 
in South Africa — and satyagraha itself, voluntary sacrifice — 
became possible only through the existence of this news- 
paper. He received an enormous mail from all parts of 
the country as a result of what he wrrote, and that his words 
were so widely read was to prove vital in the subsequent 
development. At first the paper came out in F-nglisbj 
Gujarati, Tamil, and Hindi, but Gandhi soon became aware 
that only the first two of these were really read, and the 
editions were then, at his insistence, reduced to Pngligb and 
Gujarati, both of which were native lang uages to him 
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Indian Opinion was his primary instrument in the struggle 
for the next ten years. 

His immediate task in '‘public work” was the defence of 
the poor Indians, most of them indentured labourers who had 
served out their time, against dispossession of their land. The 
“coolie location”, outside Johannesburg, was dirty and 
neglected in the same way that Negro quarters are frequently 
neglected in the American South. The municipality did 
nothing for the “coolie location”, and then, perceiving the 
dangers to general health from this state of affairs, proceeded 
to destroy the “location” and dispossess the Indian settlers. 

Gandhi was the lawyer for practically every Indian thus 
dispossessed. He tried some seventy cases and lost only 
one. The Indians involved, all illiterates, came to regard 
him as their greatest friend, and he was pleased beyond 
measure when they took to calling him bhcd (“brother”). 
This remained his usual appellation in South Africa, and 
one he cherished beyond others^ — ^he never, in fact, reconciled 
himself to the word “Mahatma”, and was only less 
hostile to the appellation Bapu (“Father”), which was 
universally used in his old age. 

While he was in the midst of the litigation for the Indian 
quarters, there came an outbreak of the black plague — 
pneumonic plague, worse than bubonic. It arose in the 
gold-mining area, where the workers were mostly native 
African Negroes. But there were also Indians among them, 
of whom twenty-three came down with the plague one 
evening. The “coolie location” was overcrowded to a 
dangerous degree, and when Gandhi heard what had 
happened, he moved into the district at once, taking with 
him the four Indian boys who worked in his oflBce. They 
broke into an unoccupied house, transferred all the plague 
patients there, and set up an improvised — and quarantined — 
hospital, with Dr. William Godfrey as their physician. In 
spite of the rapidity of the plague’s progress, they got all 
their patients throu^ the ni^t. 
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On the next day the munidpaKty of Johannesburg gave 
G’andhi an empty warehouse as a hospital for the stricken 
Indians; the patients were aU moved there. It was usual to 
give brandy to plague patients at regular intervals. Gandhi 
did not approve, and did not, in fact, believe that the 
brandy made any difference. He found three patients 
willing to try his own methods of cure — “earth and water” 
was his great discovery just then. To these three he 
devoted himself, applying wet-earth poultices to their heads 
and chests through the critical period. Two of the three 
lived. The third died — ^but so did aU the other twenty 
who were being treated with brandy. 

The municipal nurse, a woman sent in on the second 
day, was not allowed by Gandhi to touch the Indian patients 
for fear of giving her the contagion. Yet she got it a day 
or so later and died in a very short time. Neither Gandhi 
nor his four assistants, who were in close contact with the 
patients, suffered any consequences at all. (This strange 
immun ity was to be repeated on numerous occasions 
throu^out his life, when he nursed patients in cholera, 
leprosy, and other eminently conta^ous diseases.) Gandhi 
himself, althou^ without any scientific e^lanation for his 
immunity to contagion, tended to believe that it came in part 
from his extremely li^t diet in times of such danger. 

The Indian survivors (two) were moved to a plague 
hospital seven miles from Johannesburg, and Gandhi’s 
emergency service came to an end. 

It was just at this time, in the midst of the epidemic, 
that he acquired the devoted services of Mr. Albert West, 
an English vegetarian whom he had met in the diet 
restaurant they both frequented. Mr. West had a p rinting 
press, which gave Gandhi the idea that perhaps he would 
be willmg to take charge of the Indian Opinion press at 
Durban. West agreed, and remained an invaluable co- 
worker for the whole time Gandhi was in South Africa. 

Now the Johannesburg authorities decided that for the 
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protection of the whole city the “coolie location”, as a 
plague danger, would have to be burned to the ground. 
The Indian population was to be moved to tents in the 
great plain about thirteen miles away. Gandhi gave the 
municipality his full support in this project, and because the 
Indians, even against their will, were accustomed to follow- 
ing his advice, the deed was done without disturbance. 
The poor Indians were in a great fri^t, and as they (as 
illiterates) never had any dealings with a bank, they wanted 
to give aU their savings to Gandhi. They had saved pennies 
and silver coins mostly, and had buried them in the groxmd. 
It was now necessary to disinter their treasures and deliver 
them to their only friend, who accepted the trust with some 
misgivings. A very large sum, £ 60,000, came into his 
possession in this way. He gave a receipt for each sum, 
then had the coins disinfected and deposited them in his 
own bank. Later on he was able to persuade a good many 
of the Indians to convert these emergency deposits into 
permanent ones, so that the uses of the bank gradually made 
some headway. The day after the “coolie location” had 
been evacuated it was burned down by the police. 

The Indians in their camp on the plains were merry 
again after a day’s uncertainty; Gandhi rode out to see them 
every day on his bicycle, and it was his impression that the 
open air did them good. 


5 

Mr. West on arrival in Durban found that the affairs of 
Indian Opinion were not at all what Gandhi had understood 
them to be. The paper was not making a profit at aU, as 
far as West could tell; but the bookkeeping had been done 
with such ne^gence that he could not be sure whether he 
was going to face a profit or a loss. Gandhi, startled at 
this, determined to go to Natal himself. On this journey 
from Johannesburg to Durban he read one of the most 
decisive books of his life, John Ruskin’s Unto This Last. / 
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Gandhi read it with mounting excitement. He had at last 
found a text that was — ^to his always practical mind — 
practically a blueprint for what he most wished to do. 
Before he got off the train at Durban he was already resolv- 
ed to put it into practice at once. Gandhi’s own words on 
the Unto This Last occur in his autobiography, at the end 
of the ei^teenth chapter. 

I believe (he says) that I discovered some of 
my deepest convictions reflected in this great book 
of Ruskin, and that is why it so captured me and 
made me transform my life. A poet is one who 
can call forth the good latent in the human breast. 
Poets do not influence aU alike, for everyone is 
not evolved in an equal measure. 

The teaching of Unto This Last I understood 
to be : 

1. That the good of the individual is contained 
in the good of all. 

2. That a lawyer’s work has the same value as 
the barber’s, inasmuch as all have the same 
ri^t of earning their livelihood from their 
work. 

3. That a life of labour,. i.e. the life of tiller of 
the soil and the handicraftsman, is the life 
worth living. 

The first of these I knew. The second I had 
dimly realized. The third had never occurred to 
me. Unto This Last made it as clear as dayli^t 
for me that the second and third were contained 
in the first. I arose with the dawn, ready to 
reduce these principles to practice. 

Gandhi’s peculiar mixture of idealism and practicality 
took from the book what he most needed, what most suited 
Ms inner nature — and, specifically, the i<fea of co-operative 
labour. As soon as he got off the train ia Durban he told 
Ms loyal friend Mr. West that he wanted to move Indian 
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Opinion to a farm — staff, presses, and all — where everi'- 
body would have a fixed work contributloii and a fixed 
monetary allowance, equal for all. He hit upon three 
pounds per month as the sum that every person would 
recei\^, regardless of race or nationality. As there were 
about a dozen men involved in Indian Opinion, there wns 
no unanimity" in the matter; some wanted to stay in Durban,; 
to some the idea of co-operative labour made no immediate 
appeal. To these Gandhi offered the chance to come in 
later if they liked the settlement. 

Within twO' days he had arranged the matter and 
advertised for a tract of land near Durban. Within a week 
he had bought it — ^Phoenix, fourteen miles from Durban, 

was the railways station, and one hundred ' acres were for 

sale. Gandhi got the lot for one thousand pounds (backed 
in this, as in other ''public work"’, by^ Ms friends among the 
Moslem merchants). Within a month he had built a big 
shed for the printing press, using volunteer labour fro.m, 
among Indian masons and carpenters w’ho had been in his 
nursing corps during the Boer War, and materials supplied 
for nothing by the merchants. 

From then on, Indian Opinion continued to be publislied 
at the Phoenix Settlement, which became the center of 
G'andhio actirity in Natal. He tried to get some of his 
relatives and followers to join the cooperative settlement, 
but a good ma,ny of them were making money in business 
and did not relish the thought of giving it up. One who 
did come and proved abundantly skilfful as a handicrafts- 
.man and ever loyal as a disciple was Maganlal Gandhi, the 
second cousin who had co.me out from India on the last trip. 

The first issue of Indian Opinion from the sett,lement 
•was printed by hand because the oil engine refused to work 
at the last minute. Gandhi mobilized not only Ms own 
staff, but the Indian volunteer carpenters, and in rela.ys of 
four men throughout the night the press was worked by a 
hand-wheel. We are entitled to suspect that he rather 
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enjoyed this victory of the human being over the machine. 
Indeed, after some time, the settlement deliberately gave up 
the use of the oil engine and printed the paper regularly by 
hand~vvheel. 

The land aroimd the settlement was divided up into 
plots of three acres each, and each member of the coopera- 
tive was responsible for the cultivation of his own plot. 
Huts of corrugated iron were built, not because they were 
wanted (Gandhi would have preferred thatched cottages of 
mud or brick), but because they were quick and cheap. 
Every member of the community learned to set type and 
<v'ork the printing press, so that there was a plentiful supply 
of labour for the paper. Gandhi describes himself as the 
dunce of the community so far as typesetting was concerned, 
but his cousin Maganlal became a really expert compositor. 

He was obliged to return to Johannesburg as soon as 
the Phoenix Settlement had been well started. Throughout 
these years, in fact, he had one foot in the Transvaal and 
one in Natal, a position difficult to maintain. 

The hour of Gandhi’s renunciation (his rather gradual 
renunciation) was at hand. No doubt the Zulu War, like 
everything else, had something to do with it, as did Ruskin, 
Tolstoy, Jesus, Buddha, and the Hindu Scriptures. The 
moment the Zulu "‘rebellion” broke out in Natal, Gandhi 
offered his services with an Indian ambulance corps, and 
to his astonishment, the Governor of Natal accepted at once 
(no doubt remembering the service given in the Boer War). 
In actual fact Gandhi’s sympathies were with the Zulus, but 
he felt his loyalty to the British Empire to override every- 
thing else. He organized a corps of twenty-four Indian 
volunteers, who served through the Zulu War, and to his 
delight their task was to care for wounded or sick or injured 
Zulus. 

Somehow the conffict set up in his mind by the Zulu 
War (his sympathy for the Natal natives and liis loyalty to 
the Raj) worked itself out into a personal dilemma : 
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brahmacharya. For some years he had been endeavouring, 
by every normal or ordinary means, to control his sexual 
appetites. Much of his dietary experimentation was related 
to this effort. Now he felt that the time had come to take 
the vov/ of chastity for the rest of his life. He discussed it 
with his co-workers and followers, many or most of whom 
wepc willing to take the vow with him. (His co-workers 
did not always fulfill their vows, but G'andhi never broke 
one in his life.) For Gandhi the vow meant not only 
chastity ol the body, but purification of the mind, and he 
struggled for years to exclude from his conscious or un- 
conscious mind every indication of bodily pleasure in sex. 
He was thirty-six (in the middle of 1906) when he took the 
vow irrevocably. As years went on, in spite of the struggle, 
he became more and more convinced that it was the only 
way to achieve a selfless activity', a release of the spirit, and 
he found, moreover, that his relationship with Kasturbai 
went into a new and altogether different phase. His wife 
became his most devoted friend and helper. The quarrels 
and disturbances of other days faded away. It was by no 
means easy, but he was persuaded that this “self-purifica- 
tion” was necessary not only for his own release, but also 
for the birth of satyagraha, his distinctive creation, the idea 
that changed the w^orld. 

Satyagmha had existed, of course, before he found a 
name for it. His notions of sacrifice for the truth, volun- 
tary abnegation and self-surrender in the service of the 
community, challenge to the unrighteous law or to the 
unjust application — all this, and all that relates to these 
notions, had been growing in him for years past. It needed 
to be made quite plain and clear so that eveiy ordinary 
Indian person (unlettered, but willing to leam) might 
absorb the idea and act upon it. 

During this period, while he was absorbed in more and 
rigorous dietary experiments (all designed to reduce his 
physical lusts), Gandhi bethought himself of a way to get 



62 MAHATMA GAN’DHr — A. GREAT LIFE I.NT BRIEF 

a name for the qualities and purposes to which he had 
decided to dedicate the Indian community in South Africa, 
himself first of all. He offered a small prize in Indian 
Opinion for a name that would crv'stallize his ideas of the 
nature and method of struggle. His cousin Maganlal won 
the prize by suggesting the word sadagraha, from sat (truth) 
and agraha (firmness or force), two Sanskrit words that had 
not been combined in this way before. 

Gandhi saw at once that this was the word, but it was 
not quite plain enough for masses of Indians with no 
knowledge of Sanskrit. He therefore changed it to satya 
(a more comprehensible form) and agraha, making the 
word satyagraha. From then on, the word and the idea 
grew; they were to liberate India and put an end to the 
greatest of empires. The force of truth, the firmness of 
truth, the power of the soul — ^aU these translations have 
been offered; all are better than the English expressions, such 
as “nonresistance” and the like, which had been used Irefore. 

6 

Gandhi started another cooperative settlement later on 
near Johan nesburg, as nearly as possible like the Phoenix 
SettlemenF,‘“anSrcalled it the Tolstoy Farm. It was there 
(as much as at Phoenix) that"rain^'“orhis ideas evolved 
and were put into practice. Both the Tolstoy Farm and 
the Phoenix Settlement became flourishing establishments, 
with many men, women, and children living in each, and the 
experiments in education, vocational tr ainin g, diet, and dis- 
cipline were ceaselessly interesting to Gandhi and fruitful 
for his subsequent creative activity. Much of the “Basic 
Education” system, now gaining ground rapidly throu^out 
India, was developed by actual work on the Tolstoy Farm 
and the Phoenix Settlement, Gandhi’s own three younger 
bo3^ being among the pupils. On one occasion, when a 
“moral lapse” (presumably sexual) was discovered in the 
Phoenix community, Gandhi abandoned all his public work 
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and went from the Transvaal to Natal, where he fasted for 
seven days as a penance for the sin of tlie young people. 
His addiction to fasting as a form of penance, prayer, self- 
discipline, or purification was growing stronger every year, 
but by this time it had already assumed a terrible aspect to 
those who loved him — ^they lived in fear until the fast was 
over, and many of them, in sheer terror and repentance, 
fasted with him. This was true of Indians and Europeans 
alike : in the case mentioned, his German friend and 
follower Hermann Kallenback fasted with him day by day. 
Clearly the Gandhian influence and essence, so powerful 
that evidence to the contrary is quite lacking, was becoming 
not only ethical (that it always had been), but more and 
more irrational — ^in an ordinary sense, more and more 
religious. One could not assign definite reasons for any- 
thing he did, but whatever he did — in obedience, more and 
more, to the “inner voice” that spoke to him — ^had its effect. 

The actual beginn in g of the satyagraha campaign in 
South Africa may be dated from September 11, 1906. 
(This year, the year of his final renunciation, was fateful for 
Gandhi). The government of the Transvaal had announced 
in the preceding month that it would introduce a bill 
calling for the registration of all Indians above the age of 
eight. They were to be finger-printed and were to obtain 
certificates, which they must carry with them at aU times. 
They were to become an especially marked or branded 
section of the population, widi no doubt worse to follow. 
If they disobeyed this ordinance, they were to be imprisoned 
or deported or both. 

In Johannesburg the Indian community called a mass 
meeting at the Imperial Theatre, where, after a great deal 
of indignation had been aired, the chairman called upon all 
present to take a vow “with God as their witness.” This 
aroused Gandhi to a speech which — ^in spite of his lingering 
shyness — ^was one of the greatest in his career. He warned 
the three thousand persons present that they must not call 
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God to witness their vow unless they fully intended, literally 
and to the end, to carry it out. The vow was of dis- 
obedience to the law. He personally pledged himself “unto 
death,” but warned all present that they must do the same 
or their vow would be meaningless. He injected such 
solemnity into the meeting that it grew hushed and tearful, 
but when the moment came to take the vow, every person 
present took it. He warned them that it might mean jail, 
hardship, cruelty, or death, and the preponderance of 
evidence is that his words were understood. 

Gandhi himself appears to have had an ample realiza- 
tion of the magnitude of this vow. Before offering satyagraha 
(the voluntary sacrifice), which he must have known was an 
irresistible weapon, he decided to go to England to see if 
persuasion would do any good. He actually saw Lord 
Elgin, the Colonial Secretary (a former Viceroy of India), 
and John Mortey, Secretary of State for India; they dis- 
approved the proposed legislation, but only until the end 
of the year, when the Transvaal would cease to be a Crown 
Colony and become self-governing. The law was passed 
in due course and went into effect on July 31, 1907. 

The Indians, most of them, stood toi, and although 
Gandhi’s concept of satyagraha was not yet fuUy formed, 
and was far from being understood by his own followers, 
they imderstood one thing well enough, which was that they 
could not register under the iniquitous law and keep their 
self-respect. Among the first summoned before the magis- 
trate for not doing so was Gandhi, who (Januag- 11, 1908) 
asked the judge to ^ve him the heaviest sentence, as he had 
deserved it. The judge gave him the fittest — ^two months 
of simple imprisonment, specifying that it should be “with- 
out hard labour.” Ifyw^ Gandhi’s first term in jail. 

He seems almost to have* enjoyed it It was a holiday 
from the oppressive and time-consuming work of all sorts 
which had filled his days. He read the Gita in the morning 
and the Koran in the afternoon; he read Ruskin, Tolstoy, 
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Bacon, and Plato; he taught English (by means of the Bible) 
to a Chinese Christian who was a fellow prisoner. But lits 
term was all too short; General Smuts wanted to see him. 
The Chief of Police of Johannesburg came to the jail and 
fetched Gandhi — in prison uniform and without money or 
baggage — ^to Pretoria to see the Prime Minister of the 
Transvaal. 

General Smuts proposed a compromise by which the 
Indians would voluntarily register; if they did so, the 
objectionable act for compulsory registration would be 
lepealed. He spoke in a conciliatory tone to Gandhi, 
explaining that, whatever he personally thought of the law, 
he could do nothing, as the European population over- 
whelmingly demanded it. It is indeed probable that even 
then Smuts had some personal sympathy for Gandhi, and if 
so, it was reciprocated, for that was Gandhi’s nature. In 
any case, the compromise was made. Smuts told Gandhi 
he was free from that moment. When Gandhi asked after 
the other Indian prisoners, Smuts said they would be freed 
the following morning. Gandhi had no money and had to 
'borrow the fare to Johannesburg from Smut’s secretary. 

Smuts broke his word to Gandhi. After the latter had 
persuaded many or most Indians to register voluntarily as 
a compromise helpful to the government, Smuts proceeded 
to pass the Asiatic Act anyhow. Gandhi having struggled 
very hard to persuade his feUow countrymen to the com- 
promise — and having indeed incurred a severe assault from 
some angry Pathans because he insisted on being the first 
to register — this was a cruel blow. He now had to mobilize 
his resources, such as they were, for a more bitter and 
general struggle. 

On August 16, 1908, at a mass meeting in Johannesburg, 
the Indian registrants — some two thousand of them — 
burned their registration certificates in a caldron of kerosene 
in the midst of great excitement. Under the Asiatic Act 
this rendered them all liable to imprisonment. 
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Volunteers, not on a mass basis as yet, but selected 
with some care, were sent across the border from Natal 
to the Transvaal without certificates. Among these was 
Harilal, Gandhi’s eldest son, who had now come from India 
atTast and joined the movement. Gandhi himself defied 
the law' and was arrested again on October 10, 1908. 

During this second prison sentence Gandhi made another 
of his epochal literary discoveries : Thoreau. He read 
Thoreau’s essay (originally a lecture) called “Civil Disobe- 
dience,” concerned with his own refusal to support the 
American government (1849) because of slavery and the 
Mexican War. The essay is a fieiy piece, and contains 
many ideas upon which Gandhi had in fact been acting for 
some years without knowing that they existed elsewhere. 
Now he absorbed these ideas, too, into his Ruskin-Tolstoy 
edifice of authority. In jail, aside from reading, Gandhi 
W'as cook to some seventy-five other Indians. When 
volunteers were required for latrine duty, Gandhi volu»- 
teered. 

The second prison sentence ended December 13, 1908, 
but upon his release he continued the satyagraha movement 
and was quickly sentenced for a third term (February 25, 
1909). This time he went to the newly built penitentiary 
at Pretoria for a term of three months. He had borrowed 
his Thoreau from the jail library in Johannesburg; he seems 
to have found Emerson’s essays in Pretoria, for we see in 
his letters that he was reading them and recommending 
them to his correspondents. It is a natural but very striking 
parabola, that by which Thoreau and Emerson, who owed 
so much to the Gita and the Upanishads, thus returned to 
India. The Bhagavad-Gita was in fact the only book of 
which Henry Thoreau died possessed. He kept it with 
him in his hut at Walden Pond; he valued it beyond “all 
the treasures of the east.” Gtodhi by now had memorized 
a large part of the Gita in Sanskrit; he used to paste it up, 
couplet by couplet, on his shaving mirror and learn it during 
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the time of his morning ablutions. To find in far-ofi 
America — and by means of jail libraries in Africa — echoes 
of Ms beloved ‘‘song celestial” must have been a rare 
experience for Gandhi, for he referred to it repeatedly then 
and afterwards. 

During tMs third jail sentence, General Smuts sent Mm 
two books, both of a reh^ous nature. 

When he was released tMs time, though the stmggle 
against Indian disabilities continued. Gandhi resolved to 
tiy^ his luck at a higher court; he went to London and 
remained there from July to November 1909, ceaselessly 
talking, writing, and agitating for a hearing. His main 
reason for going was that the UMon of South Africa was 
in process of being formed; Botha and Smuts had both gone 
to London; the danger was that the new Union might extend 
the Transvaal legislation to the whole countn^ and brand 
the Indians forever. Gandhi by this time wanted some kind 
of general assurance of what he called ‘legal or theoretical 
equality in respect of immigration.” If he could get that 
and remove the fundamental insult to Indian self-respect, 
the details could follow. 

But Smuts, even under British pressure, was unwilling 
to go so far. Many elements in London deplored the 
anti-Indian legislation for a wide variety of reasons — some 
on ethical or religious grounds, some out of a sense of 
justice, and some because they felt it endangered Britain’s 
imperial position in India. Gandhi was able to ap^peal to 
a very considerable number of Englishmen of influence. 
Smuts agreed, not too wiltingjy, to repeal the objectionable 
Asiatic Act and to permit the immigration of selected 
Indians to the Transvaal — ^but they had to be hand-picked, 
limited in number, and all educated, Engiish-speaking 
professionals of one sort or another (all Gandhis, in short). 
AnytMng like a concession of legal or theoretical equality 
he was quite unwilling (and possibly, in Yim of the feelings 
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of his supporters, unable) to grant. The “badge of 
inferiority,” as Gandhi called it, was to remain. 

G'andhi returned to Africa at the end of the year with 
the consciousness that his struggle, now firmly called 
satyagraha, would have to be intensified. Those who 
followed his line of action — ^voluntary sacrifice is a better 
term for it in English than “civil disobedience” or “passive 
resistance” — ^were called satyagrahis. A satyagrahi had to 
struggle toward poverty, purity, abstinence, and restraint 
in order to be worthy to offer the sacrifice. Moreover, the 
problem of how to take care of a satyagrahi's family and 
dependents while he was in jail had grown to some dimen- 
sions. 

At this juncture Hermann Kallenbach, Gandhi’s sturdy 
German-Jewish friend and follower, bought a tract of land at 
a place called Lawley, twtniy-one miles from Johannesburg, 
and presented it to Gandhi for the satyagrahis. It was a 
well-watered area of over one thousand acres, with orange, 
apricot, and plum trees. Gandhi formed another co- 
operative like the Phoenix Settlement, moved into it with 
his family, and called it the Tolstoy Farm. Here the 
satyagrahi could be at home when he was not in jail, and 
his family could stay when he was. 

Gandhi’s austerity, steadily on the increase, reached its 
permanent level on the Tolstoy Farm. There he took the 
vow not to drink cow’s or buffalo’s milk, having read that 
cruelty was used to increase their production. With his 
friend Kallenbach he embarked on a diet of fruit and nuts 
alone, with ohve oU. KaUenbach, a rich or, at any rate, 
well-to-do man, shared every labour and dietary experiment,' 
including the extremely early hours and the long walks 
Gandhi thought necessary for health. 

The visit of Gokhale, Gandhi’s “political guru,” in the 
autumn of 1912 was a turning-point in the long struggle 
for Indian ri^ts. Gokhale was highly respected both in 
India and in England : the South African government set 
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itself out to give him a favourable impression. Gandhi 
accompanied him through most of his tour of the new 
Union, but did not go with him to see Botha and Smuts 
in Pretoria. The two Boer generals, now intent on the 
establishment of the Union without unnecessary' difficulty, 
actually promised Gokhak that the worst of the Indian 
disabilities would be repealed. Gandhi was not prepared 
to believe this just yet, and he was right. 

Smuts brought on the last battle by announcing that 
the European community in Natal refused to permit the 
lifting of the poll tax. Natal had been the original creator 
of the system of Indian serfdom. Gandhi and his family 
and friends moved at once to Natal — ^to Phoenix Settle- 
ment — and prepared for the struggle. They were vastly 
aided by a Supreme Court decision in the Cape Colony 
declaring that only Christian marriages could be valid in 
South Africa. This made all Indian wives concubines, and 
their children bastards. It embittered the Indians more 
than anything that had gone before, and aroused the 
women— hitherto not active in the movement — ^to a pitch 
of determination in sacrifice. Satyagraha was now to be 
enacted on a really large scale. 

Gandhi decided that one group of women should offer 
sacrifice by crossing from the Transvaal to Natal without 
permission, while another group made the same offering by 
crossing from Natal to the Transvaal without permission. 

It was provided that if the “sisters” (as Gandhi called 
them) from the Transvaal should not be arrested by the 
Natal border police, they would go to the coal mines at 
Newcastle and ask the indentured labourers to go on strike. 
This was what took place ; the Natal border police let the 
w'omen 20, and they brought on a strike of five thousand 
coal miners at Newcastle. The Transvaal police arrested 
the group form Natal and sent them to jail for three 
months. 

Gandhi betook himself to Newcastle, where he found 
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the miners determined to continue their strike and obey 
his orders. He organized their camp, obtained food and 
equipment for them from the Indian merchants, and then 
debated what to do with them. They were his “army,” and 
he couid lead them all to jail if he wished. He talked to 
them very seriously, urging them not to foUow him unless 
they were convinced that he was right, and depicting to 
them the hardships of jail in the Transvaal. When he 
found that not even one of them hesitated, he made his 
decision. They would all walk across the border into the 
Transvaal and go to jail for doing so. 

His arrangements were careful, precise, and character- 
istic : every precaution of “hygiene and sanitation” was 
taken. His followers were not to struggle, must engage in 
no violence, and must not resist arrest, flogging, or other 
indignities at the hands of the police. He was himself in 
charge of cooking and sanitary rules. He notified the 
South African government (as was now his invariable 
custom and a part of satyagraJia) that his “army” was 
about to march. After prayers on the morning of November 
6, 1913, the march began. 

At the first stop across the Transvaal border, Gandhi 
himself was arrested. Kallenbach had already arranged for 
his release on bafl, so that he could go back to his 
^‘anny,” but on the next day he was arrested again, and 
again released on bail. Two days later it happened again 
and this time there was no bail. His “army” had its orders, 
and was to continue to Tolstoy Farm or until arrested. 

Gandhi, of course, pleaded guilty before the judge in 
Volksrust and asked for the maximum punishment, his 
unfailing practice in such cases. The judge obviously did 
not want to convict him and demanded evidence of his 
guilL Two of Gandhi’s best friends gave evidence against 
him, and he received a sentence of three months at hard 
labour. Ife then gave evidence against each of them in 
turn, and all three received the same sentence. 
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These arrests were accompanied and followed by large 
numbers of others. The ‘‘army” was arrested en masse for 
deportation to Natal. New volunteers arose in all parts 
of the countiy^ to court arrest. All of this, amply reported 
in both England and India, stirred up a storm. 

The “army,” returned under guard to the coal mines at 
Newcastle, refused, in spite of floggings and starv^atioo, to 
go back to work. They ’were joined by others. The strike 
movement spread with great rapidity until fifty thousand 
indentured labourers (regarded as serfs in the South African 
system) were refusing to do any work. Thousands of free 
Indians, like Gandhi, were in jail. 

The Viceroy of India (Lord Hardinge) demanded a 
commission of inquiry, and the idea was taken up in 
London. Botha and Smuts were faced with new difficulties. 
Their immediate solution was to release Gandhi, with Ms 
friends Kallenbach and Polak, from prison (December 
18, 1913). This was not at all what Gandhi wished, for 
he could actually do more good in jail than out. He seized 
Ms opportunity, just the same, attacked the commission of 
inquiry as being a “packed” body hostile to the rights of 
the Indians, and announced that on the first of the year 
(1914) he and a group of 'Indians would march from 
Durban again to court arrest. 

At this point the wMte employees of the South African 
railroad system went on strike. There were messages of 
solidarity, it seems, and perhaps the European wMte 
workers felt that the Indians could help them; but Gandhi 
w’as against it. He called off his New Year’s Day march, 
explaining that satyagraha must be pure and must not aim 
at hiunilatmg or embittering the enemy. ' The government 
was in great difficulties (it had in fact declared martial 
law) : he would forbear. 

Perhaps he gained more for the Indians by this for- 
bearance than if he had pursued Ms intended course. In 
any case, Smuts asked him to come to Pretoria and talk. 
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Friends had been arriving from England and India; the 
Viceroy had sent a special emissary, Sir Benjamin Robertson, 
to defend the Indians. 

The early months of 1914 were devoted to a long, 
painstaking negotiation between Smuts and Gandhi. Hiere 
is little doubt that these two men acquired a high regard 
for each other during their struggle; evidence is abundant. 
“You can’t put twenty thousand Indians into jail,” Smuts 
said, and indeed the jail system of South Africa had already 
proved inadequate to the problem; he was faced with a 
necessity. But aside from the strange necessity' created by 
satyagraha, he clearly came to regard Gandhi with a respect 
bordering on awe and affection. 

The agreement was finally made and expressed in an 
e.xchange of letters (June 30, 1914) between the two. It 
w'as legalized as the “Indian Relief Bill” and submitted to 
the Union Parliament, in which it became law in July. It 
declared Indian marriages (Hindu, Moslem, and Parsee) 
legal; it abolished the three-pound poll tax on indentured 
labourers, cancelling all arrears; it declared that the system 
of importing indentured labourers from India must cease in 
1920; and it proved that though Indians could not leave one 
province for another without permission, those bom in South 
Africa might enter the Cape Colony. 

Satyagraha had proved to be an irresistible weapon. 
It was something so new at that time that it hardly seems 
to have been comprehended either in India itself or in 
England. It was surrounded by Gandhi with such severe 
disciplines of self-control and non-violence that it represented 
something quite novel in the techniques of human straggle. 
It was years before its full meaning could be taken in by 
everybody in India and in En^and. 

Gandhi’s work in South Africa was now completed. On 
July 18, 1914, he sailed for England wifft Mrs. Gandhi and 
Mr. KaHenbach. Before he left, he asked his devoted 
friends Sonya Schlesin and Henry Polak to give Smuts a 
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pair of saadals he had made in prison. These Smuts wore 
for twenty-five years, until Gandhi’s seventieth birthday 
(1939), when he sent them to India as a token of friendship 
to their donor. “I have worn these sandals for many 
a summer since then,” Smuts said then, ‘ even though I 
may feel that I am not worthy to stand in the shoes of so 

great a man.” 



CHAPTER FOUR 
INDIA— AND WAR 

WTien Gandhi left South Africa forever at the age of 
forty-five, he was already a fully formed personality. He 
had adopted practically all those disciplines with respect 
to diet, hours of work, exercise, meditation, prayer, and 
silence which were to be his unvarying rule thereafter. Some 
were not yet fixed— for example, the weekly day of silence 
had not come into being as an imalterable rule just yet. 
But all the elements were there. One conspicuous excep- 
tion was the clothing : he still wore En^sh clothes, though 
he had already appeared at several public meetings in South 
Africa in Indian clothing. He had not yet found the 
spinning-wheel, but it was already in his mind, and he only 
awaited his return to India to set about finding it. He was 
ready for India. It was not in his naturally modest min d to 
suppose that India was ready for him, too, but he found 
that out in due course. 

The great achievements of satya, ahima, bmhmacharya 
(truth, non-violence, and self-control or chastity) had been 
made. He had probably been rigidly truthful for a good 
many years, but was to refine and purify his views of truth 
for the rest of his life. Ahimsa, the forbearance and respect 
for all life which are deeply engrained in HindnisTn ^ had 
been native to him from bi^; he was steadily amplifying 
it so that it came to be, finally, something like what the 
Christians call “love” or “charity.” That is, it was not 
sinifdly non-violence, an absence of violence, but a positive 
extension of flie hand to every form of life. And brahma- 
charya, which the Efindu sages regarded as essential for all 
students and all sages (that is, at the two extremes of the 
ages of man) , had been Ms since his thirty-sixth year, thou^ 
not easily or without pain. 
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His external success in leading the Indians of Saudi 
Africa to victon^? in their human riglits was to a very consi'- 
derable degree the result of Ms self-conquest in the-e 
matters. He felt, probably quite correctly, that he corn'd 
not lead unless lie was aimself pure. It has been said 
innumerable times that nobody can really lead India without 
first “renouncing the world.” GandM's renunciation was 
.gradual, and he apparently still paid his own expenses O’jt 
"of funds acquired by professional activit}'; but by the age 
of forw-five he had already gone a very" long way on the 
road. He not only had given up sex and the pleasures on 
food, as weE as any gain not strictly necessaiy for life, but 
also had surrendered savings, life insurance, possessions of 
all sorts (including Ms wife's jeweller}’) and all aspects of 
social consideraticn except those necessary for the self- 
respect of the Indian community. He had very little more 
to do to become an embodiment of renunciation. The 
eternal puzzle as to whether so mighty a power — and his 
was the mightiest of Ms time — belongs to a saimyasin, one 
'wlio has renounced the world, can never really be settled. 
In this matter the extremes really do meet, and \ery 
dramatically. We see in him a man of no possessions or 
appetites, a true sannyasin, and yet from the depths of ms 
renimciation he dictates to empires and models the course of 
history. It may be a paradox, but in ordinary", simple fact 
it happened in plain view of the whole modern wnrld, and 
therefore cannot be contested. 

He was small, gentle, sad, with mournful eyes, and with 
ears that stuck out at right .angles, as alw'ays. His physical 
endurance was fantastic — sometimes he used to walk from, 
"Tolstoy Fa,rm to Johannesburg and back on tlie same day, 
Tough.Iy fifty miles, to save money — and }*et it was sustained 
on the slightest diet possible. At that time it consisted 
merely of fruits and nuts, with no milk at al . and no 
■vegetables. He had already taken up the habit of fasting 
as a form of prayer, and giving fixed limits (in the for.in 
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of vows) to his fasts. He would vow, for example, to fast 
for seven days in atonement for a sin committed by some 
of his followers. Nothing could prevent the fulfilment of 
the vow. At other times (and still more, later) he would 
fix no limit, but fast simply until he felt that the “inner 
voice” permitted him to cease. These great fasts were 
conceived and executed as prayers to God, either in atone- 
ment or in aspiration, but in later days, when so many 
governments were forced to yield on so many points because 
of them, they came to seem a form of political pressure, 
and indeed from an external point of view they resembled 
such a process. Only when they are considered as a logical 
development of his own life (beginning in South Africa, 
where no fast had any effect on public evencs) can we see 
how necessary they were to him. 

The chief concomitant of satyagraha, as Gandhi develop- 
ed it in South Africa and on a much greater scale later 
in India, was loyalty to the opponent. You must tell your 
opponent what you are going to do, precisely and without 
the faintest deviation from fact. You must accept his course 
of action, which you yourself have foreseen and chosen. 
(Asking the maximum penalty was a form of this.) You 
must never deceive your opponent or take unfair advantage 
of him. He must always be aware to the full of what 
you intend. He is, in fact, your friend, from whom you are 
temporarily separated by a disagreement, but you must 
never forget that he is your friend. These precepts were 
fully in effect (and practically too, by experience) before 
Gandhi returned to India. They probably account for the 
circumstance, so often noted, that many of his opponents — 
jailers, policemen, detectives, jail doctors, and the like — 
became his greatest friends. 


2 

The First World War broke out two days before Gandhi 
landed in En^and from South Africa. He immediately 
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set about the formation of an Indian ambulance corps tor 
the British army. He believed that because he accepted 
all the benefits of British rule, he had some obligation toward 
that rule. His loyalty, which had never flinched and was 
not to suffer any change for another five years, was clear 
and plain. He was a subject of the British Empire, and 
although, like members of some other religious sects (such 
as the Quakers) he was unable to perform acts of violence 
in its defence, he was still loyal and would do what he 
could within his bounds. He even realized, and said, that 
working in an ambulance corps was philosophically the 
same as taking part in the violence of war. Even so, it 
was what his religious conscience permitted. 

But he fell ill after a few weeks — ^this time it was 
pleurisy — and after some experiments with diet he accepted 
the doctors advice and went home to India. To his sorrow, 
his friend Kailenbach, a German, was not allowed to go 
with him : even the Viceroy of India (Lord Hardingej was 
unwilling “to take the risk” of giving him a visa. 

The return to India wus in many respects a great surprise 
to Gandhi. He had been away most of twenty years, 
with part of his mind always intent upon India, but with 
most of his time and energy given to the special problems 
of the Indians in South Africa. He could hardly nave 
expected to be greeted by great crowds in the streets of 
Bombay (January 9, 1915). His previous visits home had 
produced no excitement of the sort. But in the meantime 
he had been victorious in his South African struggle; the 
new' w'eapon of satyagraha had been forged and put to 
uses unknown; and he himself had become Mahatma 
“Great Soul” to large numbers of people. 

In India at the time of his death and at other times I 
have been at pains to inquire how this title or appellation 
came to be given to him. I never could find anybody who 
could fix a date for it. It unquestionably started in India, 
among those who were watching his South African struggle 
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from afar during the years before 1914. The appellation is 
not uncommon in India, or was not uncommon until Gandhi 
came along. There have been other Mahatmas in the 
twentieth century, for example, whom nobody today remem- 
bers. Once it got itself fastened upon Gandhi firml}^, and 
by the usage of hundreds of millions of people, it became 
almost like a part of Ms name, and it may never be used 
for anybody else in the future. 

Arising as it does from the people, however, and without 
any given source or authority, such a title is almost 
impossible to trace down. Rabindranath Tagore addressed 
Gandhi as ‘'Mahatma” in 1916 in a telegram that has been 
preserved; he is supposed to have referred to him as 
'•Mahatma” before that. But it cannot be said that Tagore 
invented or bestowed the appellation. Sarojini Naidu was 
one of Gandhi’s oldest friends and followers. She met him 
first in London in 1914, before his return to India, when 
he was living in a lodging-house in Bloomsbury. At that 
time he was already called “Mahatma,” and Mrs. Naidu, 
in telling me this, could not remember for how long she had 
already heard him called by that name. Mr. Nehru met 
him first in 1916, and distinctly remembers that he had 
been “Mahatma” already for years before their meeting. 

It seems simply to have exhaled from the people during 
his absence from India, and when he went home again he 
was already the “Great Soul.” He did not actually like 
it. He refused to believe that there could be “greater” or 
“smaller” souls, and the reverence surrounding a Mahatma 
w'as a nuisance to him in the prosecution of his severely 
practical work. No doubt it was also an immense advant- 
age, in a country like India, to have such an aura, and 
indeed his work could not have been done without it, but 
when it made him unable to walk throu^ a crowd or get 
to a given destination, he grew^ impatient. Through many 
long years he learned to endure it, and with it the pitiless 
attention of the entire countr 3 ^ to every deed of his life — 
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and the crowds, the unbelievable Indian crowds ! ^but the 
evidence is that he never really accepted either the appella- 
tion or its significance. 


.D 

The Mahatma’s first year at home was spent, ^ at the 
request of his revered “political guru,’’ Gokhale, in retirement 
from pubhc life. Gokhale felt that this strangely powerful 
little man was an instrument of India’s destiny', but wisely 
saw that he required time to soak in the Indian air again, 
to mow familiar with the country and the life of the peopie. 

'"immediately after Gandhi’s landing at Bombay on 
January 9, 1915, he was interviewed by the Governor of 
Bombay, Lord Willingdon, afterwards Viceroy of India, 
whom many remember as a man almost as gentle, in his 
way, as Gandhi himself. WiUingdon asked him to pron^e 
that in the event he should wish to take steps concerning 
the t^ovemment he would give notice first — ^the expression 
wasT “Come and see me.” Gandhi had not the slightest 

difficulty' giving such a promise. 

The “family” from South Africa, those who hved on 
Tolstoy Farm and in the Phoenix Settlement, had taken 
all the Gandhi vows and w-ere real satyagrahis, needed to 
be reassembled in India. Most of them had been sent 
direct to India bv Gandhi and had been cared for at 
Shantiniketan, in Bengal, the school and settlement (stiH 
in existence) of Rabindranath Tagore. The Mahatma now- 
wanted to find a home of his own for this fairly numerous 
“ famil y.” He found it, eventually, in the neighbourhood 
of Ahmedabad, the textile-manufacturing town that was the 
capital of his native Gujarat province. The Society of the 
Friends of India supplied the money necessary' for the 
purchase of the land and the building of the huts. Gandhi 
hoped that the rich merchants of Ahmedabad, his fellow 
Gujarati, would provide the funds to continue the work, 
and for some time they did. 
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But before he opened his settlement and school — the 
Indian word for such a settlement is ashram — two events of 
some importance occurred. First came his visit to Shanti- 
niketan, to Tagore, to see Tagore’s ashram and visit 
his own twenty-five or more followers harboured there. 
Tagore’s ashram consisted of about one hundred and twenty- 
five Bengali boys and a score of teachers. Gandhi’s ashram, 
men, women, and children, belonged to" several castes, 
sects, races, and religions. It included two Englishmen, 
Winstanley Pearson and “Charlie” Andrews, his devoted 
followers. The difference between the two ashrams was 
like the difference between Tagore and Gandhi themselves — 
the Poet, as he was called, remote and beautiful and 
sonorous and rich; the Mahatma small, busy, earnest, humble, 
and penniless. Gandhi at Shantiniketan did not like the 
use of hired servants to do the work, and with Tagore’s 
permission he initiated a system of self-help in which the 
boys (all students of poetry and philosophy) learned to do 
everything, including the work of untouchables. The 
enthusiasm lapsed after Gandhi’s departure, and Shanti- 
niketan returned to the system of hired servants. 

For he was called away, back to the other side of India, 
by the death of his “sure guide,” Gokhale. This, though 
anticipated, was a great grief to him, and it is quite likely 
that it made him feel even more insecure during his first 
year in India. His position was peculiar. All the political 
classes in India were highly aware of him; in many sections 
of the masses he was extremely well known for his work in 
Africa; yet he was himself unknown to most of He 

could travel almost anywhere, in the most crowded third- 
class compartmente, without being recognized by strangers. 
He had not spoken publicly or to any large audience. That 
personal attachment which Indians in general were to feel 
for him for so many long years was still in the future. 

And the probability is that he was not himself sure of 
what to do. He was quite content to build his ashram, 
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take care of family, school, and communal work, remain 
silent on public questions, and study his surroundings. He 
thought, he tells us, that it might be five years or more 
before any opportunity would arise for the use of satyagraha 
in India. He had proved that soul-force was a great power, 
but he did not know how it would be applied in the service 
of India. It seems most likely that lie did not anticipate 
its use in a political struggle, but he was well aware that it 
was a great discovery and as such was bound in time to be 
useful to India. 

The ashram — it was called the Satyagraha Ashram, but 
came to be known before long, from the place where it was 
built, as Sabarmati — was founded May 25, 1915. Sabarmati 
was near enough to Ahmedabad to bear a close relation 
to it, far enough away to be independent of it in daily Efe. 
In the original ashram there were some twenty-five persons, 
all vowed to chastity, poverty, and a life of service, all 
committed to every form of communal work including that 
usually performed by untouchables (scavenging in particular, 
upon which Gandhi insisted). Not long after he had 
opened the ashram, he admitted a family of untouchables. 

As the kitchens and water-supply and everything else in 
Gandhi’s settlement operated by co-operative labour, the 
admission of a man, wife, and child from the untouchable 
outcastes was a revolutionary tiling in India. At that time, 
and to this very day for many caste Hindus, the accidental 
touch of an untouchable implies pollution and certain 
purifying rites must be performed. Even the shadow of an 
untouchable pollutes. Any weU used by untouchables is 
poUuted and may not be used by caste Hindus. Untouchable 
servants in the house may do certain tasks and no others. 
Those tasks (the dirtiest ones, of course) may not be 
performed by servants of the higher castes. 

There were no servants in Gandhi’s ashram. All. were 
equal and all shared in the same work for the same pay, 
although of course some were better at some things than at 
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Others. The Mahatma himself was never very expert, as 
we have seen, as a compositor, but he worked faithfully at 
printing just the same in times of stress, to do his part. 
He became in time a superb spinner and weaver, but he 
always admitted that his second cousin Maganlal was better 
at both (as he w^as in typesetting also). 

WTiat he could do, and with surprising energ}^ for such 
a small and apparently frail man, was manual labour, includ- 
ing the digging of latrines and the transport of excrement. 
This is the lowest labour known to India, and can be per- 
formed only by imtouchables. His own performance of such 
tasks was forgiven by everybody, practically from the start, 
because “holy men” for thousands of years have been like 
that — ^humble, willing to do all work. This is an Indian 
tradition as old as any other. It is for this reason that 
“holy men” {sadhu) are supposed to be completely outside 
the caste system — they are too erratic to obey the rules of 
caste. 

But real, living untouchables, actual members of a pariah 
classification, were a different matter. The moment Gandhi 
admitted some real untouchables to his ashram he was in 
trouble, because this meant that caste Hindus were cooking 
and eating with pariahs, drinking the same water and living 
an equal life with them. By doing the work of untouch- 
ables Gandhi did not offend the caste system too deeply; he 
was a “Great Soul” and could do it; but by admitting 
untouchables to equality with all others he offended his 
contemporaries to the depths. 

Consequently all his income was cut off. He did not 
have much — ^it was a frugal ashram indeed, and aimed at 
becoming self-supporting — but such as he had came by the 
gift of the neighbouring rich, all caste Hindus. They were 
incensed at him. The storm spread, and Indian opinion 
everjwfaere was aroused against him. 

In this emergency he quite calmly decided upon his 
course : he and all his family and followers would move into 
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the untouchable quarter of the city, would do untouchable 
labour, and would themselves become untouchables. Such a 
thing, if it had happened, would have shaken India far more 
than anything 3 "et. But it did not happen. The usual 
Gandhi miracle occurred — a man unknown to him, a 
Moslem, appeared from nowhere and gave him a purse of 
rupees sufficient to sustain his ashram for an entire year. 
By the time the year was over, the stomi had subsided, and 
even " perfectly orthodox Hindus were willing to contribute 
to the support of Gandhi’s work, as they continued to do 
throughout his life, even though his practice of absolute 
equality must have aroused their deepest prejudices. 

The untouchable family who came to Gandhi then 
(1915) were Dudabliai (the man, a former teacher in the 
Bombay schools for untouchables), his wife, Danibehn, and 
their small daughter, Lakshmi, whom Gandhi afterwards 
adopted. 

This episode, which may seem small, in retrospect, 
was not small at the time. It w^as discussed with excite- 
ment all over India. Almost every^ Indian leader of renown 
for generations past had denounced untouchability as a 
distortion of the caste system. The greatest animators of 
the spiritual renaissance at the end of the nineteenth century, 
such as Ramakrishna, had opposed it with eloquence, 
hklost of these men w’ere Brahmins, and certainly all were 
caste Hindus. Not one had ever thought of brining an 
untouchable into the house as an equal, sharing' food and 
drink, dining at the same table. It must be remembered 
that at this period high-caste Hindus did not dine with 
members of castes other than their own, either higher or 
lower. It was not done. Nobody had ever heard of dining 
with an untouchable. Theory^ was one thing; practice 
another. Many great Hindus had denounced the abuses of 
the caste system. Gandhi, who had also denounced them 
and continued to do so, took the significant further step of 
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ignoring them altogether. From this time onward it was 
understood in India that he meant what he said. 

4 

Gandhi’s year of silence came to an end at the opening 
ceremonies of the Hindu University at Benares, where he 
spoke on February 4, 1916. The university, now a heavily 
endowed institution with many modern buildings, had grown 
from very_ sh^t beginnings some ^enty-odd years before, 
the original foundSTiemg Annie Besant~'After thF grand 
opening ceremonies of the new university, to which fortunes 
had been given by maharajahs and other rich Hindus, Mrs. 
Besant presided over a meeting where Gandhi spoke. It 
was his declaration of personal independence, his profession 
of faith and introduction to method. The students, profes- 
sors, maharajahs, and British officials who listened to hitn 
must have felt obscurely that something new had occurred, 
because they received him very frostily. He was actually 
not allowed to finish. When cries of “Sit down, Gandhi !” 
began to be heard, Mrs. Besant, who was no doubt the most 
scandalized of aU, ordered the Mahatma to stop speaking. 
He, of course, submitted. 

What he had to offer was a criticism of India, of the 
opening ceremonies of the university, of the Indian princes, 
of the pomp and ceremony, the jewels and the fanfares, 
while most of India starved in dirt, and untouchability was 
rampant. In his gentle, modest, slow, and thoughtful way, 
Gandhi was always critical, because in fact he had a 
supremely critical intelligence, but on this occasion he s eem s 
to have been almost exclusively so. He began by saying 
that he regretted the necessity for speaking in a foreign 
tongue (English) at the opening of a Hindu national univer- 
si^. He spoke then of self-govemment and of the necessity 
for action rather than speeches. He said self-govemment 
could not come by the efforts of the lawyers, journalists, 
landlords, and tte like, but only throu^ the masses of the 
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people. He made severe references to the jewels seen the 
day before on the hats, collars, and bosoms of the Indian 
princes, and to the general extravagance of the ceremonies. 
He spoke of Indian lack of sanitation, of the intolerable 
conditions in third-class carriages on the railway trains, of 
spitting, and of other things most nnpleasant for his upper- 
class Indian audience to hear. On such festal occasions in 
particular, Indians do not like to be reminded of their 
shortcomings. Many notables left the meeting, and finally 
the disorder grew to be uncontrollable by Mrs. Besant, or 
so she thought, and she adjourned the meeting. Gandhi 
had, in Ms way, thrown down the gauntlet. 

The attack upon Indian conditions was thorougMy in 
GandM’s character. That was how he had begun in South 
Africa, too — ^by telling the Indians what they ought to do 
to make themselves better, more self-iespecting, and there- 
fore more respected. Emphasis on sanitation, education, 
good conduct, and common sense was nothing new to him : 
he had followed this exact line for twenty years of public 
w^ork in South Africa, and it had borne remarkable results. 
It was, however, quite new in India. The fasMon in India 
then, as now, was to teM the Indians how remarkable was 
their culture, how ancient their tradition, how noble their 
aim. Mrs. Besant, for instance (then about seventy), had 
been stamping up and down all India for years past lecturing 
the Indians about the glories of their philosophical origin. 
She had done a superb kind of resurrection, in a w^ay, 
because many of the young men who listened to her (and 
they were all of the privileged classes, because she spoke 
only in English) had never really thought much about their 
cultural heritage until she, an Engiish-woman, came along to 
tell them. But even Mrs. Besant, with her .great love for 
India, w^as incapable of realizing how Mahatma Gandhi 
could upbraid Ms compatriots on such a solemn occasion, 
as a prelude to asking them for something better. 

The opening of the Hindu University was in a simple 
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chronological sense the beginning of Mahatma Gandhi's 
public life in India. The speech was repeated throughout 
the countr 5 % mostly, in those pre-radio days, by word of 
mouth, and lost nothing in the teUing. It came to seem 
that a holy man, living like the poor, had spoken for the 
poor as against the rich. He had not spoken against the 
British at all — ^merely as an Indian among Indians, talking 
about India. The echoes were heard from the Himalayas 
to Cape Comorin. 

The first results of Gandhi’s emergence were an increase 
of demands upon his time : requests to speak, to espouse 
a cause, to help a group of struggling Indians. He had 
much to do at his ashram, was busy writing at the time, and 
was already engaged in the search for the spinning-wheel, 
but he did as much as he could to satisfy these demands. 
The real opportunity — ^the Gandhian opportunity, to accom- 
plish a suitable task in a characteristic way — arose more 
or less by accident, as such opportunities always did. An 
obstinate peasant sharecropper named Shukla turned up at 
the annual convention of the Indian National Congress at 
Lucknow in December 1916, that very same at which 
Gandhi and Nehru met for the first time and were greatly 
impressed. The peasant Shukla would not take no for an 
answer; he wanted the Mahatma to come to his district, 
Champaran, and see how abominably the indigo-cultivators 
were being treated. The Mahatma had no time. Shukla 
waited — and not only waited, but followed the Mahatma 
wherever he went, even to the ashram, and there remained 
for w'eeks on end. 

Finally Gandhi went to Champaran. His reluctance to 
do so had been partly due to the fact that he was very busy 
on a subject near his heart ; the abolition of indentured 
en%ration from India — ^that is, of labour bound by contract 
to South Africa — for which he asked general Indian support 
and government approval. He fixed the date for the aboli- 
tion of such emigration as May 31, 1917 : he had already 
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found that words like “eventually” and “in due course” 
were subject to much elasticity of mterpretatiou. The 
govemment abolished indentured emigration before the date 
he had named. 

In the Champaran district Gandhi undertook a form of 
action peculiarly his own, and related psychologically to 
much that became almost a pattern thereafter. He started 
in Patna, the capital of Bihar province, where a considerable 
number of lawyers and Congress members and other middle- 
class Indians had some sympathy for the sharecroppers and 
had (for fees) undertaken some of their court cases. 

The Mahatma asked these men to go with him to the 
Champaran district, in the upper part of the province, and 
give their services, either in full or part-time, for nothing. 
From such volunteers he e.vpected a good deal : they must 
be wTlling to go to jaO, if necessary. They must pledge 
these things explicitly before setting forth. The system was 
new, and it took a little time for Gandhi to won over a 
sufficient number of feUow workers. 

The next step w'as to wmm the opponent (in this case 
the head of the indigo-planters’ association and the govem- 
ment commissioner for the district) that he intended to 
investigate the grievances. From the tone of their response 
he knew that there would be trouble and in all probability 
jail for him. He proceeded just the same, in an orderly 
manner, with the taking of depositions from indigo 
sharecroppers as they came to him 

The situation was novel in the extreme. Gandhi had 
no official rank or standing of any kind — ^indeed, no right, 
as the angry planters declared, to be in Champaran atW. 
And yet his personality attracted such throngs of the 
downtrodden indigo-workers that it was quite impossible to 
flog them for obeying his summons. In the dilemma the 
local magistrate decided to order Gandhi out of the district, 
and when the Mahatma politely refused to go, he was 
summoned to stand trial the next day. The magstrate was 
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taken aback by Gandhi’s attitude, then so new as to be 
unknown in India ; the Mahatma simply declared that he 
was guilt\' as charged and asked for the legal punishment. 
This was his course ever afterwards. Judgment was 
postponed, and in the meantime the Government of India, 
somewhat disturbed over the wide attention given to these 
events, ordered the case withdrawn. 

Gandhi then proceeded with his depositions. So many 
thousands of them w’ere unnecessarj', but he had realized 
from the start that these desperately poor indigo-workers, 
accustomed to starvation and floggings, needed above all 
things to be “free from fear,” as he said. Therefore, to 
give them the sense of having a friend, to free them from 
the fears of the defenceless, he encouraged them all to tell 
their stories and he listened to all with equal patience. It 
required from five to seven of the volunteers from Patna 
to be on duty all the time to take down the depositions, or 
full notes on them, as they were given. 

In the meantime, as usual, Gandhi was also busy with 
dietary and sanitary problems. His volunteers from Patna, 
being lawyers and others in good circumstances, had their 
own cooks and body-servants; they had their meals sepa- 
rately at all hours, and were still highly unfamiliar with 
Gandhi’s ways. It took him some time to induce them to 
have all their meals together from a common commissary 
and to have these meals exclusively vegetarian. 

Furthermore, the villages of the indigo-workers were 
squalid with filth and vulnerable to every disease. Gandhi 
began his customary scavenging, washing, sweeping, and 
cleaning, with six villages chosen to start the operation. He 
had to get volunteers from other parts of India to do this 
w’ork, much of which could normally be done only by un- 
touchables if done at all. He started village schools in these 
six spots, and hoped that the example, even if it only lasted 
for a few months, would make some difference. 

And in all his work, of course, the usual detective from 



INDIA AND WAR 


89 


the Criminal Investigation Department was beside him, 
nothing ail down and making reports. These C.I.D, detec- 
tives accompanied Gandhi wherever he went and whatever 
he did for about thirty years, and he invariably treated them 
with great courtesy. In the result some became his devoted 
friends. 

At ien,gth the government grew wea.ry of the campaign 
in Champaran, which had by now drawn the attention of 
all India. Inquiry was made when Gandhi would leave the 
district : he replied that he would do so when the grievances 
of these oppressed sharecroppers were recognized as being 
real and deserving of action. The government set up a 
commission of inquiry, with Gandhi as a member, and as a 
result the system by which three twentieths of the land had 
to be worked in indigo for the benefit of the landlord was 
abolished by lawv 

The Champaran experience may be called the first 
triumph of satyagraha in India, even though the satyagraha 
involved was for the most part Gandhi’s alone. He had gain- 
ed an objective of importance to human welfare, and had 
done so by Ms owm distinctive means of truth, self-control, 
and non-violence, but Ms methods had stil been most imper- 
fectly understood even by those who applied them. He had 
to spend hours a day in explaining, even to Ms own volun- 
teers,, what these principles were and why they were neces- 
smry. Some volunteers wanted to accept money from 
the poor peasants, wMch GandM wmuld never permit; 
whatever money w’as needed for the wDrk had to 
come by gift from the privileged, mostly well-to-do 
people in Patna. The rigid rule of truth w^as another diffi- 
culty, for a certain am,oiint of imagination is always rife in 
India as in other countries, and a story seldom loses in 
retelling. The Mahatma’s insistence on literal, ex.act truth 
w^as difficult and eve.n downright mysterious to m.any people 
for years afterwards. It .seemed to him, al through these 
years, the centre of Ms system, related to Ms general 
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doctrine of means and ends. The means must be harmonious 
with the ends : good ends cannot be obtained by bad means. 
The truth must therefore rule all along the line, and any 
deviation from it will impair the purity of the satyagroba. 
These were difficult notions to introduce to the middle-class 
Indians who were his volunteers, for they had spent their 
lives taking full advantage (sometimes or often uncon- 
sciously) of their own advantages. That they accepted such 
disciplines, whether with comprehension or not, speaks 
eloquently for the persuasive power of Gandhi’s personality. 

5 

Champaran was, in practical action, the introduction of 
satyagraha to India. It was soon followed by the introduc- 
tion of another characteristic peculiarity of the Mahatma’s 
genius — a fast for a specific purpose. 

No part of the Gandhian system has been more discussed 
than the fast. To many persons of aU countries it has 
seemed that this was a distinct weapon of ipolitical or social 
stmg^e, and that it had an essentially violent nature though 
the violence was done to the Mahatma himself rather than 
to others. There were times when Gandhi’s opponents con- 
tended that his fasts were, in objective fact, little more than 
a kind of blackmail. 

It is true that very important results often followed his 
fasts. It is also trae that they were, at times, so specific in 
their purposes that they had every appearance, to the un- 
thinking, of a species of coercion. 

As against this view the principal facts to be cited 
are : first and most of aU, that fasting as a form of prayer 
was deep in Gandhi’s psychological structure and rvas 
entwined with his earliest memories; second, that he took 
this punishment upon himself, but never wished to extend 
it to others; third, that he had already fasted a great many 
times, in prayer for various purposes, or in atonement for 
imrious actions by his own followers, before the world in 
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gea^rai paid any great atteation; and last, tnat as tned hard, 
when impsHed to fast (and often by his “inner voice ), lO 
avoid giving this form of prayer tns aspect of coercion upon 
others. 

There can hardly be room for doubt tnat fasun^ <iS 
natural to Gandhi as feasting might be to men of another 
kind. He had fasted all his life. His capacity to do so 
was phenomenal, and although in tne extremsiv long icists 
he underwent great agonies, he always maintained that^ a 
brief fast was salutary to body and mind. It seems to oe 
true that he emerged from many of his fasts reinvigorateu 
for Ms struggle. The lightness of body and clarity of mind 
induced by a short fast may be experienced by anybodj^ 
quite without special preparation or tr ainin g for it. Gandni s 
peculiarity, p^iysicaHy, was a capacity to prolong Hs fasts 
to great lengths without suffering any great permanent mjury\ 
Moreover, it can be maintained that the general nature 
of every fast he undertook in India w'as that of a praj'er ior 
peace. The specific purposes were various; their general 
character as prayer w'as for peace between factions in 
religion, race, and caste or in situations that threatened 
violence. Some fasts were in atonement for violence com- 
mitted by GandM’s own followers, and these, too, can be 
classified in the same general way as prayers for peace. ^ The 
terrifying pow’er these fasts exercised later, when practically 
all business ceased throu^out the subcontinent, the govern- 
ments scurried to find a way of bringing the ordeal to an 
end, could hardly have been foreseen in 1917. ^d yet in 
1917, at the time of Ms first declared fast in India, Gandhi 
was already a completely formed character, in whom the 
fast as a form of prayer had long since entered as a 
permanent element. 

The fast took place as a result of responsibilities he had 
assumed toward the miliwDrkeis of Ahmedabad, who had 
come to him for advice. These were Ms own people, of 
course, to whom he talked in Ms native Gujarati. Their 
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employers, the millowners, were also his friends, and a good 
many of them had contributed to the upkeep of his ashram. 
Upon investigating, and talking to both sides, Gandhi decided 
that the mill-hands’ grievances were legitimate and that 
the millowners were unwilling to give any satisfaction. 
Therefore he advised the mih-hands to go on strike, but 
only on condition that they would pledge themselves to total 
non-violence. They were to earn their daily bread in some 
way outside the mills , but not to take any action (such as 
toward strike-breakers) which could be called violent. 

The mih-hands took this vow, at his request, and 
continued to take it daily for the next two weeks, coming 
out from the city to the ashram by the river to renew it. 
This established his own feeling of responsibility for them. 
With time the zeal for non-violence declined, and there was 
grave danger of attacks on strike-breakers. At this point 
the Mahatma, much troubled, decided to fast imtil the miH- 
hands returned to their vow of non-violence to the end. 
The_fast lasted “only three days,” Gandhi said. After that 
time the employers and workers had a meeting, decided on 
arbitration, and settled the strike. 

The Ahmedabad fast has troubled even some of 
Gandhi’s followers because it was so specific that it looked 
like a threat. This he never intended, but his intensions 
were sometimes difficult to make clear to persons whose 
whole preparation was unlike his own. In objective fact 
the fast brought the strike to an end, but its purpose was 
that of a prayer to hold the mill-hands (for whom he 
accepted responsibilily) to their vow of non-violence. The 
distinction is important for any understanding of the nature 
of Gandhi’s fasts, which were to play such a great part in the 
subsequent evolution of the Indian story. 

‘T fasted to reform those who loved me,” was Gandhi’s 
way of stating it : that is, to keep the mill-hands to their 
vow of non-violence. Settlement of the strike was the result, 
not the intention. 
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gcnsral paid any great attention; and last, tliat ne tncd liard, 
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trae that he emerged from many of his fasts reinvigorateu 
for Ms struggle. The lightness of body and clarity of mind 
induced by a short fast may be experienced by anybody, 
quite without special preparation or trai nin g for it. Gandiii s 
peculiarity, physically, wms a capacity to prolong Ms fasts 
to great lengths without suffering any grcat pe.nnanent injury^^ 

Moreover, it can be maintained that the general nature 
of cvery^ fast he undertook in India w'as that of a pray^'er xor 
peace. The specific purposes were various; tlieir general 
character as prayer was for peace between factions in 
religion, race, and caste or in situations that threatened 
violence. Some fasts were in atonement for violence com- 
mitted by^ Gandhi’s own follow'crs, and these, too, can be 
classified in the same general way as prayers for peace. ^ The 
terrifying powder these fasts exercised later, when practically 
all business ceased throughout the subcontinent, the govern- 
ments scurried to find a way of bringing the ordeal to an 
end, could hardly have been foreseen in 1917. And yet in 
1917, at the time of Ms first declared fast in India, GandM 
was'^^ already a completely formed character, in whom the 
fast as a form of prayer had long since entered as a 
permanent element. 

The fast took place as a result of responsibilities he had 
assumed toward the millworkers of , Ahmedabad, who had 
come to Mm for advice. These were Ms own people, of 
course, to whom he talked in Ms native Gujarati, Their 
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remit taxes for the very poor if the richer peasants (equally 
hard hit by crop failure) paid. 

Gandhi had not been very pleased with the satyagraha 
campaign in the Kheda district; too much money had been 
spent on it by rich Bombay sympathizers, for one thing, and 
there was too much hullabaloo in the press. Its results did 
not please him either. But during the campaign he had felt 
the full, warmhearted support of the country people. 

Now it was a grievous disappointment and shock to him 
to find that when he went among them as a recruiting agent 
for the army, he was greeted with cold incomprehension and 
even hostility. “What about non-violence? How can you 
ask us to take up arms ? What good has this government 
ever done to India ?” Questions like these were fired at him 
in village after village. They would perhaps not have 
impressed themselves so deeply on his consciousness if they 
had not found echoes in its depths. He himself had asked 
the same questions before he had undertaken the 
incongruous task. Now he redoubled his efforts, wore his 
body to a shadow, worried and fretted over his lack of 
response, his inability to make the people understand his 
point of view. In the result he succumbed to a severe 
attack of dysentery, his first serious iUness. 

He was not a good patient : he refused medicines and 
almost any form of treatment the doctors could devise. He 
fasted; he refused to change his nuts-and-fruit diet even 
when he was willing to eat; his body was diminishing at a 
startling rate. He would not eat eggs in any form, and the 
doctors ran into the difficulty of the vow when they 
: recommended milk . At this point Kasturbai, his patient 
■ wife, had the final say. “Your vow was against cow’s milk 
-or buffalo’s milk ,” she said. “It did not include goat’s milk.” 

(Two days before his death he described the scene for 
me. ‘T can see her now,” he said, and there is not much 
doubt that it was she who found the solution, in alliance 
with his own will to live.) 
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He accepted goafs milk and lived. Thereatter he 
coatinned to drink goat’s ndik, though it womed him that 
he might be breaking the spirit of his vow in honouring the 
letter. The implication (in his account to me) was that in 
1912 he would have vowed not to drink goafs milk either 
if he had thought of it, but since he had. not thought of it, 
it was not inciuded. The “weakness of the flesh” was 
responsible for Ms drinking goafs milk until the end. There 
seems little doubt that it provided a necessity without 
wMch he could not have continued existence. 

During tMs illness a message arrived from the Viceroy 
saying it was no longer necessary to recruit soldiers : 
Germany had surrendered. This relief from a task he must 
have disliked intensely may have contributed to Gandhi s 
recoveivt wMch was very slow, but steady. He was ver\’ 
weak for months after the bout of dysentery, and during 
those months engaged in no public work, aside from wo,rk 
in his own ashrmi. 

During this wmter after the war, the report of the 
Rowlatt Committee was published and the convalescent 
GandM read it. The Rowlatt Committee had been appointed 
as a committee of inquiry to study Indian sedition and how 
to deal with it. Its report recommended an extension into 
peacetime of all the wartime rigours in suppression of free 
speech, freedom of the press, and the right of assembly. 

Gandhi, too feeble to act at once, studied the document 
with mounting indignation. " If this was India's reward in 
time of peace, what hope could there be for home rule ? 
Against the protests of all Indian Ieade.rs, tlie principles of 
the Rowlatt .report were embodied in a law that the 
govemoient of India sent to the Legislative Council (made 
up largely of English officials) early in 1919. The ailing 
Gandhi dragged his feeble frame to Delhi and listened to 
the debate. It ended, as had been foreseen from the st.art, 
with the passage of the Rowlatt Act, w^hich Gandhi called 
“a farce of legal formality^ 
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This was the turning point in Gandhi’s life as a political 
force in India and the world. He had never taken any direct 
part in politics. His work in South Africa and in India, 
though political in results and implications, had all been for 
the welfare of the people — ^social and reform work, and in 
his own mind pre-eminently religious. Now he faced a 
political action of great importance, from which he did not 
flin ch. It seemed to him that the time might have come for 
an application, in India itself and on a large scale, of the 
principles of satyagraha. He travelled through India tr>ing 
to prepare the ground for such a movement. It was difi&cult 
to explain, as it always will be — ^it seems to demand too 
much saintly sacrifice from ordinary human beings — ^but he 
tried, nevertheless. He was handicapped by his physical 
feebleness, found the travel fatiguing, and was obliged to 
have his speeches read for him by others. Yet he covered a 
great deal of ground and put a large part of India into the 
frame of mind in which some movement of non-violent 
protest might be possible. 

He hoped, to the end, that the Viceroy might refuse to 
sign the Rowlatt Act. He wrote to the Viceroy both 
privately and publicly, appealed through the press and in 
every way known to him. Nevertheless the Viceroy signed 
on March 18, 1919, and the Rowlatt Act became law. 

Beyond a doubt the British had no idea what they were 
getting into; but it is also certain that Gandhi, though much 
more enlightened, was unaware how far these decisions 
would lead. He, the humble and loyal subject of the King- 
Emperor, was to become a rebel. In a sense he was a rebel 
from the moment the Rowlatt Act was signed, but h^Jriid 
not^ Impw it for some time afterward. He seems to have 
thou^t of the repressive le^slation as, most of aU, a breach 
of faith and a betrayal of confidence. All the kind W'ords 
said to India during the war had been meaningless, for they 
led to this. He was not ready to renounce his allegiance to 
the British Raj, but he was approaching that culmination 
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mth a speed he could not have believed possible only a 
short time before. The place to which he had now come 
was not, in fact, a position in which anybody could long 
remain; he would have to go forward or go back. All through 
1919 , it seems, this necessity was obscured by day-to-day 
work and by the obstinacy of hope. Continued British 
stupidity, the massacre at Amritsar, and a mounting sense 
of historical destiny throughout India were to change all this 
within a year or two, until there was nothing left but struggle. 



CHAPTER FIVE 
INTO REBELLION 

When the Rowlatt Act became law, Gandhi was in 
Madras, staying in the house of C. Rajagopalachari, one of 
the stoutest of his lieutenants in the decades about to 
begin. (Rajagopalachari was known in later years as Rajaji, 
but for a great part of the Indian epic the newspapers called 
him simply “C.R.”) On the morning after the signature of 
the act of repression Gandhi said to C.R. : “Last night in 
a dream the idea came to me that we should ask the whole 
countr}' to observe a general hartal." Afterwards he explained 
that the idea came in a state of half-dream, something 
between sleeping and waking. 

Hartal is a day of abstention from economic activity, a 
day of mourning, of prayer and contemplation, sometimes 
also of fasting. Under Gandhi’s interpretation it was to be 
a day of fasting and prayer. (Curiously enougli, the 
American Revolution began in much the same way : the 
“day of fasting and prayer” which Thomas Jefferson and 
his friends proclaimed for Virgin on June 1, 1774.) It 
was Gandhi’s belief that by this means large parts of the 
population might be spiritually prepared for the greatre 
efforts he intended to demand of them in the satyagrcha 
campaign that he intended to undertake later. It does not 
seem to have weighed too much with him that the economic 
warning ^ven to the British Raj would be ominous in the 
extreme : he did not consider this in particular because he 
did not expect the response to his appeal to be general. He 
thought Madras and Bombay, Bihar and Sind might answer 
his call, and if they did, this m itself would be enough. 

At first he decided upon March 30 as the day of hartal, 
and then, reflecting on the shortness of time given for 
orderly preparation, he changed the date to Aprif 6. 
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The results were astonishing to ever^'bodv, including 
Gandhi. The whole of India, with few exceptions or 
importance, observed the day. Nobody in the great cities 
W'cnt to work, the banks could not operate, the ships were 
neither loaded nor unloaded, public transportation and even 
the post office w^ere paralysed. The complete cessation of 
activity proved to everybody, including the bewildered 
British authorities, that a new force was abroad in the land. 
Even though they put it all down to “sedition”, and tried 
to treat it as such, they must have realized that it was 
sedition of a sort unknown before. 

The hartal idea brought millions into the streets of India's 
towns and cities. Gandhi was himself in Bombay on that 
day (April 6) and he, with Mrs. Sarojini Naidu, spoke in 
a mosque. Together they sold copies of tw^o books forbidden 
by the government : Gandhi’s Hind Swaraj and his 
translation of Ruskin’s Unto This Last. The government 
wisely decided not to arrest anybody for this, the books 
being “mere reprints” and therefore not the same as the 
books that had been proscribed. Thousands of volunteers 
sold copies of the books on that day and were equally 
unmolested. 

The excitement engendered by Gandhi’s appeal for 
hartal w’ent far beyond what he had intended, and it did 
not stop on April 6 as he had asked. India w* as in turmoil. 
It w^as inevitable that heads would be broken, lives lost. 
The gentle Mahatma had asked too much, expected too 
much. Gandhi himself, in the midst of the excitement tried 
to continue his journey on to Delhi and the Punjab, but 
was arrested on the train and turned back to Bombay, llie 
news of Iiis''”arrest, running through India like wildfire, 
caused huge crowds to collect in various cities. In Bombay 
itself an immense mob gathered and was charged by the 
mounted police, with many casualties. In Ahmedabad, where 
the miU-hands were Gandhi’s special children, the news of 
his arrest aroused a furious mob to violence, and one 
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policeman was killed. This disturbed Gandhi more than the 
similar news from elsewhere, because he thought the 
.Ahmedabad workers had really understood satyagraha, "'A 
rapier run through my body could scarcely have pained me 
more,” be said. 

At various times and places during these days he warned 
his excited followers that he would have to abandon 
satyagraha, or even undertake a satyagraha of his own against 
his followers, if they did not carrj^ out the principles 
of truth and non-violence. They had injured "‘some 
English gentlemen,” and the Mahatma declared that the 
English were his brethren. “We have burned down build- 
ings, forcibly captured weapons, extorted money, stopped 
trains, cut off telegraph \rires, killed innocent people and 
plundered shops and private houses,” he declared in his 
speech at Ahmedabad. 

As a result of all this he decided that the time for 
satyagraha had not come, and he called off the movement. 
In atonement for what had happened he would fast and 
pray for three days, and he asked those who agreed with 
him to do the same thing for one day. His principles had 
not been understood and he w^ould not go on until they were 
suflaciently understood to make the satyagraha pure — a 
sacrifice, not a violence. 

No act of his life w^as more bewildering to the masses in 
India than Gandhi’s abandonment of the satyagraha move- 
ment at this moment. It took a long time for Indians in 
general, Hindus as well as Moslems, to understand that the 
frail little man meant simply what he said, that he had a will 
of iron, and that no power on earth could induce him to 
pursue an action if he felt that it violated his principles. 

The Amritsar massacre took place on April 13, and the 
Mahatma’s abandonment of satyagraha, thou^ promised in 
several preceding speeches, took place on April 18. The 
massacre coincided with his first announcement that he 
intended to fast and pray. A gruesome series of events 
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did, in fact, follow the storm that had been siinunoned up 
by the Mahatma’s dream in Madras. 

The Mahatma’s grief and sorrow may be imagined. He 
had undertaken, in high hope, a movement that he thought 
might lead to such sacrificial deeds on the part of the Indian 
people that the British government would be moved to 
rescind oppressive legislation and perhaps even consider 
other grievances. Instead of this, his own people had gon^ 
wild and much destruction and violence had ensued. He 
had not been understood in spite of all his patient explaining. 
In Bombay, instead of offering themselves for arrest as he 
had asked, a great Indian crowd surrounded the jail and 
clamoured for the release of fifty common criminals — 
precisely the opposite, as he told them, of what he had asked. 

Then, of course, the horrors of Amritsar came to add 
their w^’eight to his woe. Worst of all, he could not stir 
from his ashram. The government of India was thoroughly 
aware that the great tempest now sweeping India had come 
into being because of the Mahatma’s request. They there- 
fore restricted his movements on the ground that wherever 
he went he would constitute a danger to the peace. This, 
too, must have chafed and oppressed him — that he, whose 
life wds given to peace, should be classified as an enemy 
to the public order and an advocate or instigator of violence. : 

He wmnted, above all, to go to Amritsar. But it was * 
October of that year (1919) before he w^as allowed to 
go. 


2 

Amritsar, holy city to the Sikhs in the Punjab, was 
the scene of the events of April 13, 1919, which have 
never been forgotten in India. In that crowded cto 
an unprecedented show of friendship betw’een Hindu and 
Moslem had taken place during the hartal of March 30 (the 
original one) and the second hartal of April 6. However, 
in fear of the great crowds that had assembled, the govern- 
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meat (of the Punjab) ordered the deportation of the two 
local Congress leaders, one Hindu and one Moslem, thus 
bringing on what they wished to avoid. The furious crowds 
ran amuck; three English bankers were killed; others were 
assaulted. Brigadier-General Reginald E. H. Dyer was 
ordered to Amritsar on April 11, and as the first act of his 
command (April 12) prohibited public meetings. The 
proclamation was read to the people at various points of 
the city, but it has never been established that its provisions 
were known everywhere. In any case, a public meeting 
took place at half past four on the afternoon of the 13th in 
the Jallianwalla Bagh, an open space in the middle of the 
city. 

The Jallianwalla Bagh, in spite of its name {bagh is 
garden), has nothing of the garden about it. It is an open 
space surrounded by buildings, and was then more or less 
waste land with debris of one sort or another on it. The 
crowd, estimated by the British official report at somewhere 
between ten and twenty thousand, filled all the space at one 
end and the middle. General Dyer entered on the raised 
groimd at the opposite and with twenty-five Gurkhas and 
twenty-five Baluchis, all armed with rifles, putting one 
detachment on each side of him, and then, without giving 
any warning or ordering the crowd to disperse, simply 
opened fire and kept on firing for ten minutes. As the exits 
from the Jallianwalla Ba^ are few and very narrow, it was 
impossible for the crowd to get away in time. By the 
official British count, 379 were killed and 1,137 wounded. 
As the troops fired 1,650 rounds, this means that almost 
every bullet hit a man. 

Dyer further ordered that aU Indians passing throng a 
certain street, where the En^h headmistress of a school bari 
been beaten by the mob on April 10, must crawl on all 
fours. This applied to Indian families who had no other 
means of reaclung their homes. Any Indian in a vehicle 
had to dismount and crawl; any Indian with a parasol had 
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to furl it and crawl; any Indian wns ordered to salute or 
salaam any English officer in these districts. A whipping- 
post w^as installed at the spot where the schoolmistress had 
been beaten, and this was used for flogging such Indians as 
disobeyed any of these orders. 

General Dyer ahvays defended th»ese well-nigh incredible 
actions and orders on the ground that he wished to ''male 
a wide impression” and a ‘'moral effect,” so as to discourage 
rebellion. The official British report says : “We have no 
doubt that he succeeded in creating a very wide impression 
and a great moral effect, but of a character quite opposite 
from the one he intended.” Dyer was asked for his resig- 
nation and retired to England. Indignation in England was 
at'T'EI^ pitch, almost as high as in India, but without the 
corrosive, festering effects of a profound national humiliatioa. 
The government in London (Edwin Montagu being Secretary 
of State for India at the time) repudiated “emphatically” 
the doctrine upon which Dyer based his action, and declared 
that the order for Indian to crawl “offended against eve^ry 
canon of civilized government.” 

When the whole stor^^ of the Indian national movement 
is viewed from the vantage point of time, it may be seen that 
the massacre at Amritsar was a tragic but decisive 
event. It convinced many Indians of good will that tliere 
was no hope in British government. It pushed Mahatma 
Gandhi, in his great grief, much farther into politics (and 
much sooner) than he mi^t otherwise have gone. • And 
trathMly, too, it inflicted many Englishmen of good wiE 
with a sense of guilt, a desire to atone for the outrage and 
to do better by India in the future. Edwin Montagu and 
Lord Chelmsford (the Viceroy) were such men, and the 
Montagu-^Chelmsford Reforms, giving India a constitution 
and a share in goveminent, were proposed in that same 
year, 1919. 

But the bitterness of Amritsar w^as responsible for many 
of India’s vicissitudes in the next twrenty years — ^for the 
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widespread belief that the British were never to be trusted; 
for the difficulties of any negotiation; for sporadic acts of 
violence; for a growth of downright enmity, of inimical 
feelings, on both sides. Seldom can one officer of fairly 
modest rank have produced such a tangle of historical 
results from one decision. General Dyer was a product of 
his particular class and climate (bom in India, educated in 
an Irish Tory school, and commissioned in the army at 
nineteen), but this fact in itself pointed up every evil of the 
regime, which Indians of every class were now beginning to 
detect. 


3 

Mahatma Gandhi was unable to get to Amritsar all 
summer long. Finally Lord Chelmsford telegraphed him 
that he was free to go “any time after October 17th.” (We 
may speculate that the reforms had already been decided 
upon in London and that this was a sign of the coining 
attempt at conciliation;.) Wherever he went, he was 
received by those delirious crowds who then and thereafter 
were never to leave him. The demonstrations in Lahore, a 
city of many Moslems, were particularly striking. In 
Amritsar he settled down to make his own inquiry into the 
massacre of JallianwaUa Bagh. Motilal Nehm, father of 
Jawaharlal, who was not only a Congress leader of great 
prestige but a first-class lawyer, worked with Gandhi on 
this report, as did a number of other men of repute in the 
Congress, but the actual drafting was left to the Mahatma. 

Gandhi had never been to the Punjab before, and seems 
not to have realized how powerful a symbol he had become, 
there as elsewhere in India. He actually said to the police 
in Bombay, when they first prevented him from going to the 
Punjab in April : ‘TIobody knows me there.” The excite- 
ment surrounding his visit must have convinced hum to the 
contrary. Thousands of Punjabis filed before him to tell 
their stories, and he listened as patiently as always, though 
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The official British report had 

-vid»nce than this unofficial one ot Gandhis, KcauSv tn 
had beea boycotted h, most of the loffiam 
who could have testified. Whether Gandhi s inquiry' or the 
official one corresponds more closely to the tacts can hard ^ 
brdetemined now; they dilfered chiefly in the nutnbe^ 
ffi^n for dead and wounded. But the principal result ot 
the inquiry in Gandhi’s life, was that it entwined him more 
-'loselY into political life than before; having maoe ths 
iiSit t could not refuse to take part in the annual 
meeting of the Conaress that year (m Amritsar) or in th. 
Mndu-Moslem couvirearions ou the Cf.hph®- m 
that had benun with his dream m Madras was qui v 
tlntlislv leadinn him into the central position m 
Indian and empire’politics, whether he desired it or not 
The pro<^ression was accelerated by the question of the 
C ilSte of Blam. considered vital by the Mohammedans 
S Tnia Gandhi had been by instinct, namre. and 

dffiberate intention a friend of the Moslems all hishte. He 
once "said in South Africa long before he returned to India, 
that the final test of his satyagraha would come on Hindu - 
Mosl- ^ity. NOW an opportunity o^cre m mak 

that imilv real, and he could not refuse it. Hv lei Amritmr 
fof Delhi in November 1919 for the Mos^m Co" -nc to 
which he had been officially mated 

so eac^er for his support that they offered ^ piac. 

cow-pmtectiou on the agenda of then "xto^ems 

felt tL ariificialitv of the proposal,' and reiused. If 
S herw resprict Hindu susceptibilities by ceasing he 
Tfi oremvs thev could do so. and it had nothing 

confemnee. listening to all the debate. The Moslems o. 
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India bad already passed resolutions condemning the British 
for being too severe with Turkey; the time had now 
come to think of some method of making their desires feit. 
All expected that the final peace terms dictated to Turkey 
would truncate that old Moslem state and destroy the 
Caliphate of Islam, the centre of the Moslem world. 

Gandhi’s contribution, when it came his time to speak, 
was the single momentous word “non-cooperation.” He 
could not very well propose to Mohammedans the idea of 
satyagraha, which was too far-reaching, too profound, and 
too dfficult to understand. Satyagraha was not in the 
Moslem tradition or character; indeed, it was supemally 
difficult for most Hindus. The word itself was Sanskrit and 
therefore not suited to the English-speaking Moslems of 
this conference. Gandhi, after days of reflection, decided 
upon “non-cooperation” as the suitable English word. 

A boycott of English textiles, as the Moslems had 
proposed, v/as not in itself a sufficient action. What was 
needed, Gandhi told them, was a firm non-cooperation in 
all other fields : a refusal of British employment, British 
honours, British schools or courts. With the entire 
machinery of British government in India — ^up to, as was 
later included, the non-payment of taxes — ^the Moslems 
should undertake non-cooperation at the risk of much 
personal sacrifice and loss. So grave a step should not be 
taken, however, unless the British terms of peace with 
Turkey were fully known; if they were as severe as expected, 
non-cooperation was the right response. 

The word and the idea dominated Indian public life for 
years afterwards. And yet in a new test that came within 
a month, Gandhi was in favour of co-operation with the 
British 

This was the Montagu-Chehnsford Reforms, as they 
were called from the names of their authors : a first step 
toward constitutional government in India. The Reforms 
were announced on the day before the Indian National 
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Congress held its annual meeting at Amritsar. The constitu- 
tional system devised was unsatisfactoiy* to all ether 
Indians, Gandhi said, “and was not wholly satisfactory 
even to me,” but he thought it wiser to accept the proposals 
in good faith and try them out as a beginning. 

By this time Gandhi’s power over the masses in India 
was already so great that the lawyers and pundits cf the 
^National Congress could not go on without him. V,hen 
he discovered that the Congress as a whole disagreed with 
Mm, and did not wish to accept the Montaga-Chelmsfcrd 
Reforms, he tried to retire to hLs ashram rather than argue 
it out. They would not let him go away — any decision 
taken in his absence would have been almost meaningless 
to the people of India, because the mere fact of his absence 
would have indicated disapproval. Thus, again, circum- 
stance maneuvered the drama in such a w^ay that Gandhi’s 
words and moves, or even his silences, exercised a fateful 
speU over political evolution. Under these circumstances 
he stayed in the Congress, and althou^ he disliked having 
to overcome some of its veteran leaders who disagreed with 
him, he stated Ms \iews and they prevailed. The Congress 
passed a resolution commending the Reforms and thanking 
Edwin Montagu, but asking for the recall of Lord Chelmsford 
for mismanagement. (The \^csroy had defended Dyer 
after the Amritsar massacre.) The other resolutions passed 
also followed the general recommendations of Ghndhi, who 
from this time forward was the unquestioned spirit of the 
Indian National Congress, impossible to disregard even when 
his wishes were most tentatively expressed and even 
when they ran counter to the wishes of the impatient youth 
of the country. 

GandM himself, however, rapidly lost faith in the good 
intentions of the British. Aside from Edwin Montagu, 
nobody in the government in London seemed to realize what 
the aMition of the Caliphate meant to the Moslems of 
India. A rutMess peace treaty was dictated to Turkey. The 
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Hindus of India at the same time were flouted by the fact 
that General Dyer's pension (paid by India) was continued 
after his retirement to England, and by the fact that a large 
purse was collected there as a gift to him in sympathy after 
the Amritsar massacre. These and many other episodes — 
the continued enforcement of the Rowlatt Act being one — 
finally drove Gandhi into the acceptance (April 1920) of 
the presidency of the Home Rule League. This was a 
s\Tnbolic deed, placing him on record as an opponent of 
the existing government, though not yet as an outright 
rebel. It was much farther than he had ever gone before. 
The organ of political action continued to be the Indian 
National Congress, of which the Home Rulers were also 
members, but Gandhi’s adherence to home rule gave the 
idea a powerful impetus. 

The time for active non-cooperation had now come. 
Gandhi's ad\ice impelled the Khilafat (Caliphate) movement 
to adopt it as a policy and his own word was enough 
to ensure Hindu support. He wrote to the Viceroy, as 
was his custom, ^mg due and courteous notice that he had 
advised the Moslems and Hindus “to withdraw their support 
from Your Excellency’s government.” The Viceroy said 
that non-cooperation was “the most foolish of all foolish 
schemes.” 

Gandhi asked for a day of fasting and prayer throughout 
India on July 31. Non-cooperation would begin on 
August 1. 

It was very far from being a “foolish scheme” as it 
worked out. Hindu and Moslem committees, working 
together, scoured the country and induced millions to give 
up their British clothing and even jobs. Gandhi himself 
was incessantly moving about India, immune to fatigue, 
preaching his home~rule gospel in the Hindi word m^araf 
(self-rule). He had completely dominated the special 
Congress held in early September 1920, just after the 
be^nning of non-cooperation. The Congress adopted non- 
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cooperation, and it was confirmed by the rceular annual 
meeting at Nagpur in December. At Nagpur, Gandhi 
produced a constitution for the Congress (which had had 
none before) : it created the system of village, district, and 
city units, the executive Ail India Congress Committee of 
350, and a Working Committee of fifteen, the system under 
which the organization has endured. Thus the body of 
upper middle-class lawyers, bankers, and pundits, brougiit 
into being originaliy by^ the British, became a mass organiza- 
tion with its roots deep in Indian life, 

Gandhi’s flours during late 1920 and the greater part of 
1921 took him every^’here in the country that could be 
reached by railroad, and into many districts where the 
railroad did not go. It was his habit to ask for the sacrifice 
of foreign clothing, and the great bonfires that soon burned 
all over India were actually started by him. Sometimes 
men stripped themselves naked and put all their clothes on 
the great central heap. When he had finished speaking, the 
Mahatma himself applied the match to the fire. The 
example was followed all over India, and women of the 
upper classes vied with one another in sacrificing textiles 
bought from England. Men and women were taking to 
the spinning-w^heel, which now began to be produced in 
quantity, and it was part of the Mahatma's plea that they 
should aU get into homespun as soon as possible. 

At that time he wore homespun, but the garments 
themselves were conventional enough : a w'hite cap (known 
thereafter as the "‘Gandhi cap”), a dhoti, or loosely draped 
trousers, and a sleeveless vest. It was not until September 
1921 that he took the final step and adopted the dress of 
the poorest of the poor — a loincloth and, in cold weather, 
a homespun shawl. 

During this period money was collected on a very great 
scale. A spirit of sacrifice s^vept over India, as it did 
periodically thereafter during the Mahatma’s active cam- 
paigns. This \y^s perhaps the highest, as it was the first, of 
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these general passionate assertions of belief in the Mahatma’s 
way to freedom. It is remarkable indeed that in the midst 
of all this excitement, mih great crowds almost constant in 
the cities and towns, violence did not occur an>^vhere for 
many months. 

Gandhi travelled for a large part of the time with 
Mohammed Ali, younger of the two brothers who were 
acknowledged leaders of the Moslems. It was a higli poinL 
too, of Hindu-Moslem unity. Yet in September 1921 
Mohammed Ali was arrested and Gandhi was not, though 
they were walking together to a meeting at the time. The 
arrest was made because Mohammed Ali had asked Moslems 
not to join the British army; his elder brother went to jail 
for the same offence soon afterwards. Gandhi, in great 
distress at the loss of his Moslem friend and fellow worker, 
asked the Congress Working Committee (October 5) to pass 
a resolution declaring it the duty of every Indian soldier or 
civilian to quit the government service — ^thus sharing 
whatever guilt the Ali brothers had incurred. 

It was just at this point that Gandhi w^ent to the final 
extreme in simplicity of clothing and adopted the loincloth 
as being the garment of the poor. 

The government of India may or may not have been 
responsible for the visit of the Prince of Wales at the end 
of the year : it was probably a miscalculation on the part 
of the London government, influenced by the Prince’s 
immense popularity at that time in Europe and America. 
Perhaps it was thought that he could calm the tempest in 
India. Instead of doing so, he added to it. His parades 
through empty streets in some cities and through demonstra- 
tions of hostility in others should have been a serious 
warning. Unfortunately, the royal visit aroused even more 
emotional tensions among the Indians themselves, and 
violence broke out. In Bombay, the nationalists made an 
attack on those Indians who had, in spite of the boycott, 
gone out to welcome the Prince, and the ensuing riots were 



INTO REBELLION 


111 


a terrible additional grief to the Mahatma. He undertook 
to fast as a prayer for peace until the violence should cease, 
and took no food for five days. 

It is often asked, even now, why the British authorities 
refrained from arresting Gandhi in 1921, at a time when 
others were being arrested on a ver\' large scale for doing 
what he asked them to do. By the end of the year some 
twenty thousand Indians were in jail for obeying Gandhi’s 
wishes (sedition, it was called), and over the turn of the 
war ten thousand more joined them. 

It is easy to say, and often has been said, that the 
government was fearful of the results that might ensue, in a 
climate so agitated, if the Mahatma was sent to prison. That 
fear no doubt played some part. But it is knowm now 
that the new Viceroy, Lord Reading, was almost alone 
responsible for the immunity the Mahatma enjoyed (or, in 
fact, did not enjoy — it w’orried him a good deal). Lord 
Reading was a man of very exceptional quality indeed, and 
had risen to his eminence by his own efforts. (He started 
life as a messenger boy on a ship, and was afterwards a 
fruit merchant before he studied the law.) On his arrival 
in India, in April of this year, 1921, he had wanted to talk 
to Gandhi and had proceeded to do so at great length, 
thou^ they were both criticized hy their own friends for 
consenting to the interviews at such a moment. The details 
were all published by Reading’s son in biography that 
appeared long afterw^ards (1945), complete with the 
Viceroy’s own letters home on the subject. 

In these very curious conversations, six in number, 
G'andhi attempted to inculcate his ideas of truth, non- 
violence, and love on the worldly-wise Viceroy. Reading 
obviously was rather startled at first, as he had no doubt 
been coached by the British “experts” on India to expect 
a crafty and guileful Babu. He was quick to recognize the 
sincerity, courtesy, and, as he says, “distinction” of his 
visitor, and declared at once that the moral and reli^ous 
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views of Gandhi were “on a remarkably high altitude.” 
He could not see, however, how the Mahatma was to apply 
them in practical politics. The Mahatma explained, as he 
always did, that the first task for Indians was self-purification 
by means of non-violence, truth, and love, and that in this 
process the English rule (‘Nvliite supremacy”) would cease 
naturally as a result. (I myself do not think the Mahatma 
ever used an expression like “white supremacy,” which 
sounds to me like Reading’s own paraphrase.) 

Lord Reading may have been puzzled : so it seems. 
But he was also tremendously impressed. It is quite possible 
that he felt in Gandhi’s presence, as others felt before and 
after, a sort of unearthly purity before which aU ordinary 
considerations became vulgar and insignificant. Whether 
this was true or not, the fact is that the Viceroy remained 
for many months unwilling to order Gandhi's arrest, 
sometimes standing alone against it while the government 
in London and the governors of the Indian provinces were 
all demanding it. 

The British were not alone in being puzzled by the 
Mahatma’s course during 1921 and early 1922. Many 
Indians, impatient and angry, wanted to begin an armed 
rebellion. They were restrained by the knowledge that 
Gandhi would never approve of it, and that without his 
approval the masses would not move. Thus both the 
Indian nationalists and the British faced situation so new 
that it was impossible for either of them to evaluate it 
properly and difficult for them both to take any decision. 

The arrests continued until practically all Indian leaders 
except Gandhi were in prison. In the annual Congress 
meeting at the end of 1921 them was little to do except 
what the Congress did do : elect Gandhi as the “sole 
executive authority.” 

He was now in complete control of the situation. His 
slimiest word was law for millions. India, and a very 
large part of the world besides, waited anxiously for what 
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he would do next. The more impatient nationalists were 
urging him to go beyond non-cooperation into outright civil 
disobedience and to do this on the largest possible scale 
immediately, since the situation was obviously (they though:) 
of a revolutionary nature and temperature. Nobody dared 
to advocate violence in his presence (and by this time \eiy 
few Indians dared to appear before him in European 
clothing). But civil disobedience on a vast scale, involving 
over three hundred million people, might ver}* well lead to 
violence, and no doubt the advocates of violence (Bengali 
and others) counted upon that. 

However, out of his endless self-communing and medita- 
tion, the Mahatma brought forth a new idea. He would try 
a campaign of civil disobedience, under his owm direction, 
in one circumscribed district, where his own presence and 
influence might keep the people within the limits of his 
principles. He did not hope for pure satyagraha, actual 
pure sacrifice, but for a campaign of straight, non-violent 
civil disobedience in which no Indian would in any way 
assist the British government or public sendees to carry^ out 
their functions. 

He chose the small district of Bardoli, in the Bombay 
Presidency, for this experiment. It had a population of 
eighty-seven thousand, mostly in small villages, where the 
danger of violence was less than in cities. Even in a small 
district, however, the total paralysis of all British authority 
would be a solemn warning to the government. Gandhi 
hoped that the warning mi^t be heeded and that no more 
extreme measures would become necessary. He was by 
nature both cautious and optimistic, and the Bardoli experi- 
ment, so modest in comparison with the schemes of others, 
corresponded to his sense of right. 

He therefore wrote to Lord Reading on Febmary 1, 
1922, and courteously informed him of the decision he had 
taken. 

The All India Congress Committee had actually gone 
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oa record the preceding November in favour of a civil 
disobedience campaign for the entire country, and Gandhi, 
much disquieted, had exacted from them a promise to do 
no fhing without his consent. Under the circumstances the 
greatest force for the preservation of order in India was not 
the British government, army, or police, but the fragile 
little man of Sabarmati. 

He went to Bardoli and prepared to set about his task. 
As usual, he was eager for the people to understand that 
success in the movement could be achieved only if no 
violence was offered, and that no resistance should be 
made to any police action. He emphasized, as always, the 
importance of prayer and a reliance upon religious faith in 
any pure action. While he was thus busied, the news reached 
him (February 8) of a dreadful atrocity. 

It occurred at Chauri Chaura in the United Provinces. 
By Ghndhi’s ovti account, written in his weekly paper 
Young India on February 16, a legal procession had taken 
place there without police interference, but after it was over 
some stragglers were molested by the constables. The 
stragglers called for help. In Gandhi’s words : “The mob 
returned. The constables opened fire. The little ammuni- 
tion they had was exhausted and they retired to the Thana 
for safety. The mob, my informant teUs me, therefore set 
fire to the Thana. The self-imprisoned constables had to 
come out for dear life and as they did so they were hacked 
to pieces and the manned remains were thrown into the 
raging flames.” 

This horror so depressed the Mahatma that again, as 
in 1919, he felt compelled to cancel the entire campaign of 
civil disobedience, not only in the Bardoli district, but 
everywhere in India. In penitence for the crime committed 
at Chauri Chaura he fasted for five days while both India 
and Great Britain looked on in amazement. It seemed 
hardly possible, at that time, that a man could go so far 
towaM revolution — ^bloodless and peaceful, but stiU revolu- 
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tion — and tlieii call it oil with a prayer. Howe\'er, it >.i> 
Gandhi's way, and the masses did as he said, not as any 
other might tell them. To the Indians who 'pretested, th: 
Mahatma said patiently : ‘Tne drastic reversal of practically 
the whole O'f the aggressive programme may he politically 
unsound and unwise, but there is no doubt that it h 
religiously soundd’ 

Lord Reading, who had held off for so long against 
those in London and India who wanted Gandhi arrested, 
now decided, rather mysteriously, to give the order. In his 
letters to his son he had said that he was waiting for an 
‘'overt act,” his democratic feelings being all against arresting 
anybody for words alone. The only “overt act” Gandh'i 
committed in February 'was one of peace, renunciation, and 
penitence for the Chauri Chaura atrociUy and yet the 
governors Oi tbe great provinces (Lloyd, Willingdon, and 
Ronaldshay) still wanted him arrested. The Viceroy issued 
the order on March 1, 1922, and it was executed on March 
10 at half past ten at night. 

The Mahatma had anticipated his own arrest for a long 
time and had published an appeal, one day before the arrest 
took place, asking the people to be calm if the event 
occurred. It is quite probable that he had been disappointed 
at his prolonged exemption from the punishment his 
whole system courted. The British — misunderstanding as 
usual — thought that his impriso.nment “like an ordinary 
mortal” was a ‘hlow to his prestige,” remaining unaware, 
even at this late date, that such imprisonment was a 
calculated part of the satyagraha and that Gandhi’s system 
would not have been complete without it. They also seem 
not to have realized (at last the Viceroy did not) that India s 
quiet and good order w^ere in obedience to the Mahatma’s 
wishes rather than to the power of the British Raj. 

The trial took place in Ahmedabad on March IS, 1922. 
Gandhi and the printer of Ms magazine, Mr. S. G. Banker, 
were charged with writing and publishing three, seditio'us 
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articies in Young India. They were, indeed, seditious : the 
iirst ot them declares it in so many words (“sedition has 
become tlie creed of the Congress”). It also declares it 
a sin for any soldier or ci\'ilian to sen^e the government. 
The second article proclaims rebellion and asks the govern- 
ment to understand that this is war. The third" article 
asserts that the war Avill go on to the end, no matter how 
long it may take. 

The first of these articles, which in effect invited arrest, 
had appeared seven months before. It must have been 
pu 2 zling to many then, as it still is to us, why the arrest 
had not been made when the article first came out. One 
might be tempted to think that the British held off precisely 
because Gandhi wanted to be arrested, but on the contraiv' 
they do not seem to have understood that this was his wish. 
The stupidity of even such a very clever man as Lord 
Reading is startling in retrospect, but Gandhi’s methods 
were new then and difficult for his contemporaries to com- 
prehend. 

A great show of militaiy force was made at Ahmedabad 
during the trial. It was, of course, unnecessaiy, as the 
people there and throughout India understood the Mahatma’s 
wishes and obeyed them. The attention of the whole 
country' (and, ror the first time, of the entire w'orld) centred 
upon Gandhi that day. He did not defend himself 
against the charges— indeed, he stated that he was more 
seditious and had been more seditious for a longer time, 
than the government’s case charged. He asked the judge’ 
if he believed in this law and this government, to impose the 
highest penalty that could be inflicted. 

The Mahatma’s statement, outlining his transformation 
from a loyal subject of the Raj into a rebel against it. had 
tremendous effect at the time. His behaviour still had, in 
1922, the element of surprise — ^people in general were not 
used to him, and they seem to have thought he would defend 
himself somehow, or at least ask for mercy. We who 
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that he would be compelled by his entire inner logic to 
demand the inaxmum punishment. 

The judge, Mr. C. N. Broonifeid, was obviously embar- 
rassed, regretful. His was no easy task. ‘'It will txe 
impossible to ignore the fact that you are in a differcn,: 
cate-gor}^ from any person I have ever tried or am, likely tc 
have to tngT he said. He went on to say that Gandhi was 
a “great patriot and a great leader’" in the eyes of mil, lions. 
“Even those who differ from you in poHties look upon you 
as a man of high ideals and of noble and, even saintly life.'" 

The sentence imposed was six years of simple imprison- 
ment. “If the course of events in India should make it 
possible for the government to reduce the penod and release 
you,” said the judge, “no one will be better pleased than 

i.” 

Gandhi stated that this was as mild a sentence as could 
have been imposed by any judge; one can tell by his words 
that he was fee-ling rather soriy-' for Mr. BroomfieM. He 
also remarked upon the great courtesy with which he had 
bee,n treated in the proceedings. He was led away between 
kneeling and weeping spectators. 

It is worth pointing out once again that imprisonment 
was not only welcome to Gandhi, but absolutely essential. 
His system depended upon it. Moreover, he never asked 
others to do anything he was not willing to do himself : it 
had been a fundamental rule for many years, and it applied 
to im,prisonment just as it did to digging latri,ries or washing 
dirty clothes. It was so much a cardinal point in his eyes 
that he never tired of repeating it. Consequently, for him 
to remain any longer out of jail wdien so many thousands 
of his followers were locked up wmuld have violated his 
sense of justice and caused him great grief. Quite possibly 
the cleverest thing the British could have done would have 
been ne\er to arrest Mm at all ; it is possible, though not 
likely, that he would have abandoned public life if he had 
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been immune to punishment while others suffered. One 
cannot tell at this distance. In any case, the British were 
not clever, so (as the Mahatma would say) “the contingency 
did not arise.” 


4, 

Gandhi was quite happy in Yeravda Jail, where he was 
lodged in solitary confinement ffom March 20, 1922, to 
January 12, 1924. He said himself, in one of his letters 
from jail, that he was “happy as a bird.” His life outside 
of prison was so totally public at aU tunes, and was lived 
in proximity to so many persons, that incarceration had a 
genuine appeal to the solitary and contemplative elements 
of his nature. The British were extremely courteous to 
bim, and when they realized that he had taken a vow to 
spin every day, they broke their own rules and allov/ed a 
spinning-wheel to be brou^t into the cell. This was, 
however, the only special privilege he was willing to accept. 
He refused to be transferred to a special section of the jail 
and also wrote to the governor of the prison saying he wanted 
no dietary privileges if other prisoners did not have them. 

Four hours of each day he spent at the spinning-wheel — 
a source of immense happiness to him. In life outside of 
prison he had never been able to get in more than an hour’s 
spinning a day. The wheel no doubt had a fundamental 
mystic significance, as it does throu^out the Indie and 
Buddhist world, but for Gandhi it had also an almost 
immeasurable practical importance for “the economic salva- 
tion of impoverished India.” For these and other reasons, 
a complex of reasons, he grew steadily more devoted to 
sp inning. He learned carding and weaving (had just 
learned carding when he went to prison), but his first and 
last love was the wheel. 

The rest of his long day (four in the morning to ei^t 
at ni^t) was ^ven to books, correspondence, and medita- 
tion. The Gita took a good part his time, as always. 
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but lie also read the Koran and some Christian literature. 
This happy existence was brought to an end by a sudden 
appendicitis. 

The dilemma of the British was painful. They could 
not permit him to die in jail, but neither could they risk 
an unsuccessful operation. They transferred him in haste 
to the Sassoon Hospital in Poona, where the Mahatma 
signed a declaration, in the presence of two Indian friends 
summoned for the purpose, saying that he had consented 
to the operation for appendicitis, and that, whatever happen- 
ed to him, the people of India should not make it a pretext 
for agitation against the government. This precaution w^as 
highly necessary, for at the mere rumour of his illness excite- 
ment began to rise ail over the country. 

The operation, by a colonel of the British Medical Corps, 
was successful, thou^ performed under difficulties (the 
electricity went off and the job was done by the light of a 
hurricane lantern). The government of India (or perhaps 
that in London) decided that under the circumstances 
Gandhi had been in prison long enou^ and on February 5 
he was released. In the midst of a great outburst of 
national rejoicing, he went to Juhu Beach, near Bombay, 
to spend his convalescence in the house of a well-to-do 
friend. 

Gandhi’s term in prison (almost two years) had undone 
much of his most cherished work. The Congress party had 
passed into the hands of the activists, C.R. Das and Motilal 
Nehru, who wished to participate in provincial councils and 
in general in dyarchy politics; all the boycotts v/ere dead 
or d 5 dng; lawyers were returning to their practice and 
students to their colleges; non-cooperation had ceased and 
there had been no civil disobedience since Gandhi had 
himself cancelled it. But worst, much the worst of all in 
Gandhi’s eyes, Hindu-Moslem unity had been shattered, 
and there had been communal riots, violence, and murder 
in a number of places. 
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Under these circumstances Gandhi, who did not want 
to split the nationalists into factions, decided to leave politics 
to others and devote himself to what he called ''constructive 
work/’ He adhered to this line for several 3 ^ears, but in 
point of fact ever>'thing he said or did had some influence 
on politics because he was the focus of attention for all India 
and the masses would have no other guru. His "'constructive 
work” itself had vast political effects — ^the spinning 
wheel, for instance, and his work for the untouchables. He 
was not now, and never had been, anti-British; he held that 
the key to Swaraj (self-rule) for India was not in British, 
but in Indian hands. India would be free when it was 
purified, and not before. 

In this task of “purifying India” it was obvious that the 
first thing must be a restoration of friendliness between 
Hindus and Moslems. As soon as his strength was partially 
restored, Gandhi resumed the editorship of his weekly paper. 
Young India (he called it his “viewspaper”), and of the 
Gujarati monthly Navajivan. Both had large circulations, 
but Young India during these years was eagerly read 
throughout the country, as it was in English, which was, and 
is, the one language common to all regions. In Young 
India Gandhi returned again and again to the subject ot 
Hindu-Moslem lelations, which w^ere not only bad, but 
actually were deteriorating. He had many words of stem 
common sense to say about the communal clashes. 

In the summer of 1924 things went from bad to worse 
between the two communities. Not only did violence 
happen in crowded cities where mobs got out of hand, but 
actually many Indians, including members of the Congress 
Working Committee, believed in violence as a method or 
means. When Gandhi went to a meeting of the Working 
Committee that June and was made to understand that a 
considerable number of his own associates did not believe in 
bis non-violence, he wept publicly. They had followed his 
non-violent campaign of two years before because it seemed 
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to^ be getting results, not because they believed in it as a 
principle. This was a great grief to him. 

On September 18, 1924, therefore, be had recourse to 
his supreme remedy and declared a fast of t%'enty-one days 
devoted to the prayer for peace between Hindu and Moslem. 

^ His physical condition made this an estremelv temera- 
rious undertaking, and yet, upon the evidence it seems clear 
that nothing else could have brought peace to India. The 
Mahatma had been wTiting and speaking on the subject ever 
since his release from prison, and the situation had grown 
steadily worse. He felt then, as he was to feel so often 
afterwards, that people no longer listened to him; they 
could come out by the million to see him, to kneel beside 
his train as it passed them, eren to touch the dust that his 
feet had trodden, but they would not really listen to what 

he had to say. The “craze for darshan” as he called it 

the desire of the masses to receive the mystical blessina 
that is supposed to come from the sight of a saint or even 
of a great leader of men— got in the way of his work. 
And It was indeed true that many gazed upon the Mahatma 
with reverence and with love, but listened to not a word he 
was saying ; I saw this with my own ey^s. In earlier 
days it was not possible for most of them to listen, anyhow, 
as his voice was ever feeble and there were no microphones : 
how could a crowd of twenty-five thousand people do 
anything but catch a glimpse of him? As for reading, 
it was truer then than now that most Indians ware illiterate' 
In announcing the great fast of 1924 Gandhiji referred 
sadly to this state of affairs. “Nothing, evidently,” he said, 
which I say or wnte can bring the two communities together. 

I am therefore imposing on myself a twenty-one dav 
fast from today and ending Wednesday October 6th. I 
reserve the liberty to drink water with or without salt. It 

IS both a penance and a prayer I respectfully invite 

the heads of aU communities, including Englishmen, to meet 
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and end this quarrel which is a disgrace to religion and to 
humanity. It seems as if God has been dethroned. Let 
us reinstate Him in our hearts.” 

The sources of Gandhi’s power over the masses of 
Indians, and to a lesser degree over all his contemporaries, 
were numerous and complex, but high among them must 
be named the instinct for symbolic action. Certain of his 
most characteristic acts (such as this fast, and later the Salt 
March) carried the stamp of a peculiar genius, one that 
knew how to dramatize the truth. There was no theatre 
in this twenty-one-day fast ; it w^as grim torture part of the 
time and profoundly serious ah of the time. Yet it conveyed 
to the most ignorant villager the truth of a great 
sacrifice for peace. Because it was true and felt by every- 
body to be true, its effect was immediate and magical. Long 
before the fast was over, Hindus and Moslems, with 
prayer and weeping, had pledged themselves by the millions 
to keep the peace. 

Mohammed Ah, Gandhi’s friend of the 1921 campaign, 
had a house in Delhi, and it was there, sheltered by Moslems 
and cared for by Moslem doctors, that the Mahatma 
chose to undergo his ordeal. His last food before, and 
his first food after, the fast would thus be given him by 
Moslems. (The administration of food has special signifi- 
cance in Hinduism, and is governed by caste regulations.) 
His great friend, the Christian missionary Charles Freer 
Andrews (“Charlie”), acted as his nurse. The prayers and 
hymns ^t the beginning and the end of the epic endeavour 
were Moslem, Christian, and Hindu, all three. In every 
respect the dramatization, if one may call it that, of the 
Mahatma’s truth was carried out so that the whole world 
could see what religious unity mi^t mean and might achieve 
if it could come into being for all as it did for this one. 

It' must be said at nnce, of course, that religious unity' 
was not brought into effect on the practical stage of histO'ry 
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by the Mahatma's great fast. The fast had trenieBdcus 
immediate results, but all, unfortunately, based upon fear 
for Gandhi’s life. By this time it had become impossible 
for anybody in India to imagine what life would be Ike 
without the Mahatma. (At the time of Ms assassmation 
tMs was at the root of the semi-paralysis that S:eem,ed to 
have overtaken everybody one saw.) The fear of his death 
produced a temporary unity and millions of peace pledges, 
but in stony fact the enmity between Hindu and Moslem 
did not really diminish, and in subsequent years actually 
increased. 

The thing in itself, hO'Wever, held the magination of the 
wwld for those three weeks, and it is still difficult for many 
to remember it without a stir of emotion. Nothing of the 
kind, no symbol of such incontrovertible purity, had been 
offered the world for a very^ long time. With considerable 
gaiety at times, and always in good spirits, the fragile little 
man affronted risks that are seldom taken either in, war 
or for peace. He seems to have had some inner assurance 
that he could fast three weeks without a danger of suicide — 
suicide, which, as he told me Mmself by implication, he had 
always rejected. His assurance came from his "finner voice/’ 
which seems to have been remarkably ri^t on all th,e 
occasions knowm to us. 

He ended the fast exactly as it had been planned, on 
Wednesday, October 6, at midday. Before accepting a 
glass of orange juice from his Moslem doctor, the Mahatma 
asked for a little religious ceremony. The Imam recited 
the opening verses of the Koran, Charlie Andrews sang 
"When I Survey the Wondrous Cross” in E,ngli.sh, Vi,eoba 
Bhave recited (in Sanskrit) from the Upanishads, and the 
favourite Vaishnava hymn was sung. Many of the leaders 
of the Indian National Congress were in the room., seated, 
on the floor near the bed. The Mahatma spoke very 
briefly, in a barely a.udible voice, before the service, asking 
those present to be ready to give their lives for brotherhood. 
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la the years preceding the great struggle that reached its 
climax in the Salt March (1930), Gandhi devoted himself 
almost entirely to his “constructive work,” and most of all 
to the spinning-wheel. His desire to revive that instrument 
of salvation, as he called it, was bearing fruit; more and 
more Indians were leammg to spin, more and more wheels 
were coming forth, more homespun was being worn. In 
1925 the All-Indian Spinners’ Association was formed to 
press forward the work. Gandhi himself made incessant 
long tours throughout the coimtry, visiting every province 
and state in turn, always pursuing his aim of the “purification 
of India.” His teaching was not always received by the 
minds of those who formed his audience, as we have seen, 
but his moral authority was as supreme when he ignored 
politics as when he took an active part. Nothing of which 
he really disapproved could get far in Indian political life 
because, no matter where he was or what he was doing, 
his disapproval would somehow come out and be instantly 
known throughout the country. 

Thus he was never “out of power,” even when he turned 
his back on political life and worked for the spinning- 
wheel or the villagers. He was never “out of power” and 
never “in power,” in the Western sense : he simply was 
power, so far as India was concerned, and never to be 
gainsaid. 

The years 1924-8 are remarkable, as Louis Fischer has 
pointed out in his Life of Mahatma Gandhi, for the fact 
that in all of Gandhi’s voluminous speaking and writing 
there is little reference to the En^h or to British rule. 
He was at this period intent on “Swaraj from within” — 
that is, on preparing India, by “purification” and endless 
teaching, for the pure satyagraha that would some day be 
possible and would bring freedom. In this preparation the 
British had no part and the question of foreign rule was 
irrelevant ; it was Indians who had to be made ready from 
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within, Indians who must le-am to be clean and truthful 
and to spin and weave their cloth and walk uprightly with 
their God. The time for the British would come later, 
when Indians had been made ready. 

Thus he toured and w'orked and walked and talked. 
Wherever he went, there were vast crowds and his feet 
were often injured or scratched by the innumerable persons 
who attempted to touch them. In many of Ms m.eetings in 
behalf of homespun (khadi) and the wheel (charkha), ladies 
or young girls gave him their jewels, which he cheer- 
fully accepted and put to use in the work for the spliming- 
wheel. 

Fischer dates the ‘'deification’’ of GandM from these 
years: I should have thought it started a little earlier. In 
any case there, is no doubt that he was much plagued during 
the i920’s by various outbursts of excessive reverence 
touching on worship. He did not like it. One tribe, the 
Gonds, had deified him outii^t, to his “horror and strongest 
disapproval.” He was represented in temples from about 
1924 or 1925 on, and one southern temple is said to have 
been dedicated to him in the inid-1920’s. His dislike for 
these excesses of the Indian religious instinct wms strong. 
He realized, of course, that the Western mind could not 
understand such things, and undoubtedly he feared for India 
the ridicule of the foreigners, as well as the harm that sucli 
deification could very well dO' to his own work. As a 
Hindu he knew that there was notMng inherently improper, 
or contrary to the religion, in taking one man to represent 
an aspect of the divine principle : such has been Hindu 
practice since before records began, and it is the fundamental 
Hindu doctrine that divinity dwells in al life, immanent 
and transcendent. GandM, how^ever, may have had too 
much Western thought sifted throng his own consciousness 
to accept tMs, at least with regard to Mmself; he never 
really accepted even the appellation ^‘Mahatina”, much less 
any more extreme form of disfinctioii. 
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Most of all, he seems to have been embarrassed by- 
legend and miracle. He tried to laugh them out of existence. 
A man travelling on a train with him fell out, landed 
on his head, and came up smiling. His miraculous escape, 
he said, had been due to the fact that he was travelling 
with the Mahatma. The Mahatma said : “But in that case 
you wouldn’t have fallen out at all.” A poor man in 
Bengal came to him wearing a photograph of the Mahatma 
on a chain around his neck; the man had been paralysed, 
he said, and by endlessly repeating the name of Gandhi he 
had, after many years, been cured. “It was God who cured 
you, not Gandhi,” the Mahatma said sharply, “and kindly 
oblige me taking that photograph off your neck.” 

All these phenomena of the living legend were to be 
expected, above all in India, but do not seem to have been 
expected by the Mahatma; he was in this respect, as in so 
many others having to do with himself, an incurable 
innocent, with a naivete seldom equalled. 

When he first came out of jail, Gandhi had said that 
he intended to retire from the Indian National Congress 
and from political life. The spontaneous protest that arose 
from the whole country delayed him a bit; in fact, he was 
persuaded to accept the presidency of the Congress for 
1925. He accepted it on one condition : that the Congress 
should take to wearing homespun, should make it an article 
of Congress doctrine, and should not admit any member 
who would not wear it. Wherever and whenever possible, 
every member of Congress was to spin an hour each day. 
The Congress — ^then badly split in political -views — could 
not do without Gandhi; he as president could preserve their 
unity; they all accepted khadi, and from 1925 onward it 
became the official wear for all Indian nationalists. 

One fast he undertook toward the end of 1925 
(November) without ^ving a public explanation. It lasted 
for seven days and aroused endless speculation and bewilder- 
ment in India. Gandhi ffid not see why he had to explain. 
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“The public will have to ne^ect my fasts and cease to 
worry about them,” he wrote in Young India. “They are 
part o£ my being. I can as well do without my eyes, for 
instance, as I can without fasts. What the eyes are for tlK 
outer world, fasts are for the mner.” And, later on : This 
fast has nothing to do with the public. It is said, I am 

public property So be it. But I must be taken with 

all my faults. I am a searcher after truth. My experiments 
I hold to be infinitely more important than the best-equipped 
Himalayan expeditions.” 

In 1926, when his year’s presidency of the Congress 
was at an end, Mahatma declared a year of ‘Political 
silence.” It was not a silence in other respects, but he 
vowed to say nothing on political subjects until the year 
was over, and to remain in his own ’ashram, or at least in 
its neighbourhood, all that time. (“No farther away than 
Ahmedabad” he would go.) There is no doubt that he 
needed a rest, body and soul; perhaps his body set up 
warning signals, or the “inner vome” admonished him. 
He was certainly not idle during the year, and his volunu- 
nous correspondence alone was enough to keep him busy- 
on many subjects. Young India was the organ throu^ 
which India heard (and promptly reprinted in all the public 
press) what the Mahatma was thinking. 

On the sexual questions that filled Young India Gandhi 
mnHft a long series of pertinent answers during the year. 
He recognized the need for birth control in India, but^ 
wanted to see it brou^t about by the method of self-control, i 
He ceaselessly advocated late marriages, bland ^ets, 
vegetarianism of the strictest sort, exercise, and a reliance 
on prayer and work as means to controlling sexual desire. 
He attacked child marriage as vehemently as he did 
untouchability and other evils; the existence of chfld vsidows 
(who could not remarry under Hindu law) was a great 
horror to him. He gave the British figures for 1921 : 
329,076 widows under sixteen in India, 11,892 of them 
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less than five years old, and 85,037 of them between five 
and ten. He permitted girls in his ashram to many only 
after they had reached the age of twenty-one, and in print 
he advocated twenty-five as the marriage age for boys. By 
all these means he hoped to bring down the birth rate 
without having recourse to artificial contraceptives, which 
were repugnant to hini on reli^ous grounds. 

Lord Irwin, (later Lord Halifax), the new Viceroy, 
arrived in India on April 1, 1926. Gandhi did not mention 
this in Young India, and it was over a year and a half before 
the "Viceroy sent for Gandhi. By this time it was October 
1927 and the Mahatma had finished his “year of silence” 
and was again touring India. He had fallen ill and gone 
through a long and difficult convalescence during the 
greater part of 1927. Now he journeyed to Delhi to see 
die Viceroy and was confronted with a strange bit of paper 
announcing that Sir John Simon would soon arrive in India 
at the head of a Parliamentary commission of inquiry on 
Indian conditions, with the power to recommend reforms. 
Gandhi accepted the paper in silence and departed without 
comment. 

Th e Simon Commission w as doomed from the start 
becaus^it contained no Indian members and was responsible 
only to the British Parliament. It was die creation of 
Lord Birkenhead, then Secretary of Sta tpTfrjinn dia. w nose 
oratory had made him famous in the courts of law but was 
singularly imsuited to the realities he now faced. “What 
man in this House,” Birkenhead asked in the Commons in 
1929, “can say that he can see in a generation, in two 
generations, in a hundred years, any prospect that the people 
of India will be in a position to assume control of the Army, 
the Navy, the Qvil Service, and to have a Governor-General 
who win be responsible to the Indian government and not 
to any authority in this country?” 

The Simon Commission was boycotted by all responsible 
groups and parties in India. It arrived in Bombay on 
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February 2. greeted by crowds yelling ‘'Go 

back, Simon.” It was surrounded by hostility throughout 
the time of its labours, and produced a report w^hich, though 
full of facts, might as well never have been wTitten. As a 
work of reference it is still used; as a political document it 
was a dead letter. 

0,iL_Febraary^28, 1928^Jvla]iatm a Gan dhLiieturii^^ 
the very plan he had adopted and discarded six years 
before : a campaign of c ivil diso bedience in the single 
district of Bar^l^IjiLTh^Bombay Presidency. This time, 
wiffi~carefurpreparation and with Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel 
in charge, it was to be a campaign to the end, for the 
government had decreed a twenty-two pe r^£eniyncrease^ia 
tayation for the peasants of B^ oli, and they could not 
pay it. 

Gandhi stayed in his ashram most of this time and 
directed operations from afar. Patel, a brilliant Bombay 
lawyer who had now been his follow^er for some twelve 
years, was the field general for the struggle. It was on 
from February 28 to August 6. The eighty-seven thousand 
peasants of Bardoli refused to pay their taxes. The 
government fumed and raged. Cattle, carts, all possessions 
were seized, many peasants went to jail, and stiD there 
was no settlement. Land was taken, too, and a threat was 
put forward at one time to sell it all to new peasants. The 
peasants held firm, and what was more, there was no violence 
at all. Gandhi’s wishes were obeyed in all things. Money 
poured in from all over India to help the peasants keep 
alve and continue their struggle. Millions of rupees were 
contributed by the rich Indians living abroad. j3n June 1 % 
when the straggle had been continuing for three and a half 
months, Gandhi proclaimed a hartal for all India in 
sympathy for Bardoli. Again, as once before, India was 
completely paralysed : nobody went to work and no public 
service or co^mmercial enterprise could function. These 
immense warnings to the obdurate British were brou^t 
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about with no violence whatsoever, in perfect order and 

discipline.- 

On August 6 the government gave in, repealed the 
twenty-two per cent increase in taxes, released the Bardoh 
prisoners, returned the confiscated land, and promised to 
make good on the animals or property that had been seized. 

The significance of the victory, promising greater victories 
on a large scale whenever the Mahatma wi'shed to brims 
them about, was not lost in India. The whole country now 
wanted to know what to do next. Talk of complete 
independence was becoming common. “Swaraj,” self-rule 
was too va^e a term for the young men. Subhas Chandra 
mse, then m the early stages of his career as a nationalist 
Idol for the Bengal people, was a frank believer in violence 
as a political weapon. Jawaharlal Nehru, though not 
bloodthirsty like Bose, was very "advanced” in those days 
and also wanted independence as the declared aim of the 
nationalist movement. 


Gandhi distrusted all this hotheadedness because he 
feared that it might lead to violence, in which— aside from 
his moral and religious scruples— he knew that the dangers 
to India would be very great. He went to the annual 
Con gress meetmg (Calcutta, December 1928) in a mood 
c^uhon,~and dMTirbest to^disco^ge the'young men. 
of a declaration of independence seemed to Mm vain 
when It was by no means clear how such independence 
might be attamed. The ^ “war of independenc e” which was 

g-Sg-gj£l^pj£l jdea)^s on e^at he^ld never 

SMCtod.^e was unable to put down the’^^^^dT^the 
yomg inen at Calcutta, and compromised by asking for a 
_elay of two j'ears; when even this seemed too much to 
them, he cut it down to one year. If they would wait for 
one year he would jom them: that is, if India had not 
attamed Swaraj by the end of 1929, the Mahatma promised 
to su^rt a declaration of complete independence. With 
this the young men had to be content. 
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G'andM spent the year touring India, trying to prepare 
the people for a gigantic effort of satyagraha in the months 
to come. He did not talk politics much : he tried instead 
to explain his principles more and more clearly so that he 
might be able to count on truth and non-violence when the 
hour should strike. Meanwhile t he elections in England h ad 
resulted in coalition government with Ramsay MacD onfldT 
as Prime M inister an d^ Wedgwood B enn at the India Office. 
The omens were a little better for India, and after a journey 
to London the Viceroy, Lord Irwin, made a statement 
favouring a “Round Table Conference” of British and Indian 
representatives to study Indian constitutional progress, with 
Dominion Status as the aim. This, however, produced a 
storm in London, and the position of the Labour party, 
governing without a majority, was much too weak to hold 
against the Tor\^ tliunder. The Viceroy was, . in effect, 
disavowed, and when Gandhi and the other leaders went 
to see him on December 23 he was forced to tell them that 
he could give no pledges — ^he could not ‘‘prejudge” the 
decisions of the Roxmd Table Conference. 

This w^as, in effect, the real decision. Gandhi now had 
no recourse. He went to the annual meeting of the Indian 
National Congress and there accepted the principle of a 
declaration of independence — complete independence from 
the British tie. Ihat Congress meeting, at Lahore, was 
for the first time pmsi ded~over then 

just forty yearroFage^ Gandhi retired to his oshram. after- 
wards to wnite the Dec laration o f Independen ge o f India, 
proclaimed on _Janugry_2 6, 1930. ^ 



CHAPTER SIX 

THE SALT MARCH TO VICTORY 


From the moment of the Declaration of Independence 
it was known throughout the world that Gandhi would soon 
engage in a new campaign against the government, but 
nobody knew what form it would take. Gandhi himself 
was at a loss, it seems, for some time. Whatever he did 
had to be non-violent, injuring no individual Englishman; 
it must be loyally notified in advance to the opponent and 
carried out with rigid discipline in every part of the country. 
These were now understood to be his principles, and he 
had a phalanx of devoted followers among the political 
classes (besides his own ashram disciples, that is) who 
knew what he wanted and could explain it to the people. 
The specific form of satyagraha to be offered was a problem. 
Gandhi studied the laws and pondered. When Tagore 
visited him early in the year and asked him what was coming, 
the Mahatma told the poet that he could not see any light 
in the darkness : the means eluded him. 

They did not elude him for long. From February 
onward those who read Young India realized that the 
Mahatma’s thoughts were dwelling on the Salt Laws. Salt 
was a British government monopoly in India; nobody could 
make it or buy it except from the government. Two 
articles in Young India analysed the Salt Laws and their 
iniquity as an example of foreign rule, foreign exploitation. 
Anybody familiar with Gandhi’s methods might have guessed 
that he intended in some way to use this legislation 
as the exemplar of tyranny, against which satyagraha would 
be offered. Then, on March 2, 1930, Gandhi wrote his 
famous letter to the Viceroy. Its first sentence announces 
the reason for the letter : 

Dear Friend : Before embarking on Civil Disobedience 
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and taking the risk I have dreaded to take all these years, 
I would fain approach you and find a way out. 

The letter proclaims his central principle (‘T cannot 
intentionatty hurt anything that lives, much less human 
beings”)) bnt then proceeds to indict the British administra- 
tion for its exploitation of India. He asks the Viceroy 
‘hn bended knee” to consider these things and discuss them. 
If no discussion is possible, “on the eleventh day of liiis 
month I shall proceed with such co-w^orkers of the Ashram 
as I can take, to disregard the provisions of the Salt 
Laws .... It is, I know, open to you to frustrate my design 
by arresting me. I hope that there will be tens of thousands 
ready, in a disciplined manner, to take up the work after 
me.” 

Lord Irwin was faced with a tremendous problem, and 
we can have no doubt that he relied heavily upon cablegrams 
to and from London. Ramsay MacDonald’s coalition 
government had to consider the fact that a great part of the 
Labour party was openly in favour of independence, or at 
least Dominion status, for India. The world at large 
awaited with intense interest. The main question for Lord 
Irwin, a man of rare quality, was whether or not to arrest 
Gandhi. We do not know what his orders from London 
were. Obviously it was very dangerous to arrest Gandhi 
just then : if he went to there was no telling faovr 
violent the coming movement might become. He alone was 
the guarantee of non-violence. And yet — and yet — ^not to 
arrest him was to court a great disaster. Either way, the 
chances against Irwin’s success in this matter were heavy. 

Years later Lord Irwin (by then Lord Halifax) told, 
me that his personal regard for “the little man” (Gandhi) 
had never Mtered, and that “the little man” had never 
once broken Ms word. Furtheimore, as is well known, 
Lord Halifax was a very religious man, and nobody could 
possibly see GandH without realizing that he was almost 
purely a religious phenomenon. The conflict in Halifax’s 
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own breast must have been painful, and yet when the 
decision was made to try repression, he repressed with all 
his might, exactly as if he believed that this would settle 
the question, hn the immediate situation created by 
Gandhi’s letter the Viceroy decided to side-step. He had a 
secretary write the answer, which simply said that His 
Excellency regretted to learn that Mr. Gandhi intended to 
act in a way “clearly bound to involve violation of the 
law and danger to the public peace.” 

Gandhi waited, prayed, meditated, while the whole world 
(by then thorou^y on the alert) grew more attentive 
to his sli^test word. He had made it plain that what he 
was going to do would involve violation of the Salt Laws, 
but beyond this, nobody even in India knew what was 
coming. His natural sense of drama, manifested at all the 
great crises throughout his life, prompted him to keep his 
own counsel until the great day arrived. On that day, 
March 12, 1930, he and seventy-eight members of his 
ashram started out to walk from the nei^bourhood of 
Ahmedabad to a place called Dandi, on the seacoast two 
hundred miles away. He had given the Viceroy an extra 
day of grace — ^the march began only on the 12th. 

By this time Sabannati was besieged by the press of the 
entire world, and by dense crowds of waiting Indians who 
wanted simply to Imow what the Mahatma was going to 
do. Much ot the world-wide furore created by the Salt 
March arose from sheer curiosity, mixed with incredulity — 
the twentieth century could not quite believe such things 
even when they happened in the most relentless blaze of 
public attention. 

On the morning of the 12th there were prayers and 
hymns in the ashram, and then die Mahatma set forth, 
followed by his seventy-ei^t disciples, men and women, 
and by great crowcfe that were forever chan^g but never 
absent. He went some of the time barefoot and some of 
the time in sandals. There was a horse along, throughout 
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the march, for Gandhi’s use in case he got tired, but he 
never used it. “We are marching in the name of God,” he 
said. 

The excitement throughout India has perhaps never 
been equalled. The Salt March lasted twenty-four days. 
The little old man in the loincloth was the centre of the 
w^orld’s attention 'when he started out; by the time the Sait 
March ended, no other topic anywhere aroused such 
universal interest. Those twenty-four days brought the 
whole question of India’s destiny into the sharpest focus it 
had ever had in the general view of mankind. 

Gandhi was happy and healthy, as always when he was 
doing something he regarded as God’s work. Some of his 
disciples grew sore and w^eary, but he never flagged. He 
thought twelve miles a day, the most they could manage in 
such a procession, no strain at all. At each village he 
would stop and talk to the people, telling them that a great 
ordeal was at hand, and that they must live purely, tell the 
truth, wear only homespun, wash themselves regularly, 
forswear alcohol and drags, give up the abuses of Hinduism 
(such as child marriage), and prepare to break the Salt Law^s 
when the signal w^ould be given to them. 

The people of India understood Gandhi as lie understood 
them. They did not know what he was going to do, 
but they realized that it would be their signal. Printed 
words and even spoken ivords are as nothing against the 
power of a symbolic act, and it w^as Gandhi’s genius, 
repeatedly throu^out his life, to speak to his people without 
any words at all. 

The villagers sprinkled the roads to keep the dust from 
Ms feet; they strewed leaves and branches in his path; 
they followed him to the next village before tuming back 
home. The procession went on and on, involving immense 
numbers of people, while the government sat tack, 
bewildered and already a^ast at the power of this strange 
new movement. 
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On April 5, 1930, Gandhi and his immediate followers 
prayed all night long. In the early morning they went down 
to tte sea. The Mahatma dipped into the water and picked 
up some salt from the shore. It was only a pinch of salt, 
but it was enough. He had broken the law and defied the 
Empire. 

Salt was the commonest of necessities, and it had been 
monopolized by the foreign government. Salt was something 
every peasant could understand. Salt was God’s gift, and 
the wicked foreign government had stolen it from the people. 
All this, and much more, went into the reverberant meanings 
of the act. 

And, what is more, the disciplined execution of the salt 
campaign was the hi^ point of satyagraha as a whole. 
Demonstrably it hurt nobody; it was perfectly non-violent; 
it was merely illegal. "Hie government was compelled to 
act precisely as Gandhi had foreseen, and with the results 
he had foreseen. 

The Mahatma himself was not arrested at once. The 
whole country burst into a flame of action as soon as the 
signal had been given on the seashore at Dandi. Everybody 
made salt, sold or bought salt, did everything possible to 
contravene the Salt Laws. The government resolutely began 
arresting people from one end of India to the other, 
but others constantly took their places. Neither the police 
nor the army could adequately deal with a situation in which 
virtually the whole population was breaking the law. Nor 
were the jails of India able to hold all the law-breakers, 
or even a sizable fraction of them. And all this wifliout 
violence on the part of any Indian except in one isolated 
episode. The police and the soldiers were violent at times, 
but the people now had learned Gandhi’s lesson and 
they did not even defend tbercaelves. 

Gandhi remained in camp with his seventy-ei^t followers 
for the weeks that followed. He did not again make 
salt or pack it up; there was no need for him to do so. 
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as millions were doing it for him all aioog the immense 
seacoast of India. The -Congress party organized the illegal 
sale of salt — illegal but quite public — on a great scale 
throughout the nation. Sait was sold for money which 
went into the party funds. The highest price was paid for 
the pinch of salt Gandhi had picked up on the beach : it 
fetched 1,600 rupees, perhaps S 750 at the time. Mass 
meetings took place in all the cities, where illegal salt was 
sold and the boycott of foreign cloth was pledged. The 
government went on and on with the campaign of repression, 
until by the end of a single month o^^er sixty thousand 
persons were in jail for breaking the Salt Laws. Censorship 
was imposed on the Indian press; the Congress papers 
simply ceased publication. One by one the leaders of 
India went to jail, Nehru, in A.llahabad, Rajagopalachari in 
Madras, Rajen Babu in Patna, Devadas Gandhi in Delhi. 
On the night betw^een May 4 and 5, at fort}'-.five niinutes 
past midnight, Gandhi w^as arrested. 

This arrest was indeed curious : it was made under a 
regulation of 1827 w%ich had been in disuse for a ver\" 
long time. The warrant (or written order) merely said 
that Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi was to be placed under 
restraint and imprisoned "‘at the pleasure of the GoveminenL” 
There was no charge and no trial. He was taken to 
Yeravda Central Jail. There he was happy with Ills 
spinning and letter-writing and his books. 

The salt campaign continued. Gandhi had i,iiteiid.ed to 
raid the Dharasana Salt Works, and had so informed !h,e 
Viceroy. This act wns carried out by Sa.ro|ini Naidii, whose 
ra.diaiit personality shines through the whole Ga,ndhiaii epic 
and is forever to be remembered in India. The well-known 
American corTespo.ndent Webb .Miller was present at the 
Dharasana raid and wrote a description of it on the day 
itself. Twenty-five hundred volunteers, advanced on the 
salt works in carefully chosen and orderlv deta.cliiiieiits, 
one wave at a time. In front of the barbed-wi.re stockade 
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the police received them with steel-tipped sticks {lathis). 
Sarojini Naidu had told them, after prayers that morning, 
that they woald be beaten but that they must not resist : 
'‘You must not even raise a hand to ward off a blow.” 

Webb Miller (as quoted by Fischer in his Life of 
Mahatma Gandhi) wrote : 

Suddenly, at a word of command, scores of native 
policemen rushed upon the advancing marchers and rained 
blows on their heads with their steel-shod lathis. Not one 
of the marchers even raised an arm to fend off the blows. 
They went down like ten-pins. From where I stood I heard 
the sickening whack of the clubs on unprotected skulls. 
The waiting crowd of marchers groaned and sucked m 
their breath in sympathetic pain at every blow. Those 
struck down fell sprawling, unconscious or writhing with 

fractured skulls or broken shoulders The survivors, 

without breaking ranks, silently and doggedly marched on 
until struck down. 

Later on he says : 

The police commenced savagely kicking the seated men 
in the abdomen and testicles. [Later on :] Hour after hour 
stretcher-bearers carried back a stream of inert, bleeding 
bodies. 

This astounding scene was repeated for several days 
thereafter, and on all these occasions the violence was 
entirely on the side of the police : no Gandhi foDower 
made the sli^test defence. 

Sarojini Naidu got her accolade at Dharasana; she was 
arrested the first day. Motilal Nehru was arrested June 30 
(he must have been anxious because they waited so long to 
do it — every patriot in India wanted to be arrested). 

The government was in grave difficulty now; all work 
was handicapped to some extent by the resignations of 
numerous Indians in the offices; revenue was declining 
mpidly; the jails were packed (one hundred thousand 
political prisoners) and the police were weary; there seemed 
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no issue from this dilemma except by giving in ic Gandhi. 
Gandhij when approached in Yeravda Jail, said be could 
not discuss terms without consulting members of Ib- 
Congress Working Committee. The government then 
transported its most notable prisoners (by special train) to 
Yeravda Jail to talk with the Mahatma. The two Nehras 
and Syed Mahmud were thus moved; Mrs. Naidu and 
Patel were both already in Y'eravda Jail. Li the result a 
communique was issued saying that an “unbridgeable gul:’’ 
separated these Indian leaders from the British on terms 
for peace. 

Tnere was a Round Table Conference on India in 
London in November 1930, but it was quite useless because 
no leader of consequence except Mohammed Ali Jinnah 
was able or whiling to attend it The time had come for the 
government to give in, and it did. 

The Indian leaders, beginning with Gandhi, were set free 
on Indian Independence Day, January 26, 1931. No 

conditions were attached. The Mahatma wrote at once tc 
the Viceroy, thanking him for this act and asking if they 
could not talk things over. 

The Gandhi-Halifax (or Gandhi-Irwin) conversations 
had the historic importance of being the first in which 
Indian and Englislmen spoke as equals, representing 
countries which henceforth would deal with each other as 
equals. The whole process of the liberation of India, which 
took sixteen more years to complete, was contained, 
essentially, in the Gandhi-Irwin conversations and the pact 
that was their outcome. 

Winston Churchill saw this most clearly when he made 
his celebrated invective in the House of Commons, speaking 
6t “the nauseating and humiliating spectacle of this one-time 
Inner Temple lawyer, now seditious fakir, striding half-naked 
up the steps of the Viceroy's palace, there to negotiate 
and to parley on equal terms with the representative of 
the King-Snperor.” 
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Irvvin, so tali, so inianitely grand seigneur, must indeed 
have made a striking contrast to the dark little man in the 
loincloth, whose greatness was of another kind, and whose 
unique demeanour treated everybody he met as an equal. 
This characteristic of Gandhi’s was noticed and frequently 
described on his visit to London later in the year, but it 
was something rather new’ in the viceregal palace. 

With Invin, regardless of the surroundings, the Mahatma 
made good progress. They ended their series of conversa- 
tions with a high mutual regard in spite of a great 
deal of hard, detailed bargaining and some long wear>’ 
disagreements. The first talk, lasting three and a half hours, 
took place on Februar}^ 17, and was followed by others 
every’ day for a while; then came a wreck’s interruption, 
and they returned to the task on February 27. Irwin was 
obliged to consult London at every stage, and Gandhi had 
to keep the Congress Working Committee fully informed 
and in agreement. On March 1, for example, Gandhi was 
at the palace all afternoon and again all evening, w^alking 
five miles each way, and when he got back to Dr. Ansari’s 
house, wLere he was staying, the Working Committee was 
w’aiting for him (2:00 a.m.) for another session. 

The Gandhi-Irwin Pact, signed March 5, 1931 made 
no stipulation on the future status of India. Gandhi stood 
on independence as the goal and said so; this agreement 
was ‘^provisional” and “conditional.” The Pact restored 
peace to India, in that civil disobedience would be called 
off, the political prisoners released, and salt made free 
along the seacoasts. Politically speaking, the chief historic 
gain was that the Indian National Congress agreed to be 
represented at the second Round Table Conference in 
London. 

However, as Fischer and others have quite accurately 
pointed out, the Pact itself was more important than any 
of its contents. Its essential character is that of an 
agreement between equals, and in this respect it constitutes 
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a tacit ackiiowledgment of independence. The hxieen 
transitional x’e-ars that followed may have made many 
Indians impatient and caused others to doubt British need 
faith, but the niatn point was gained in 1931 and all the 
rest was detail. 

Gandhi stood now at the apex of his career, roliticaily 
speaking: he had liberated India by means no: prcnioubly 
known or employed on any such scale. The annual meeting 
of the Congress elected him as its sole represeiitati\‘e at the 
Round Table Conference in London, and he sailed on 
August 29. 


2 

The Round Table Conference brought GandM more 
squarely into the centre of the whole world's attention 
than he had ever been. The press of the pericxi, in all 
nations, reflects the intense curiosity he had aroused, thougri 
it does not always show the respect which those who came 
near him invariably felt. His clothing and diet, for example, 
commanded more space in the American press than his 
ideas. He could not alter his habits just because he was 
on a mission to the West. He travelled to Engjand as a 
deck passenger, with his own goat, which he milked for 
his two principal meals. He w^ould not go to a West End 
hotel in London, but stayed at Miss Muriel Lesters 
settlement house in the slums. This was so far from 
St. James’s Palace, the seat of the conference, that much 
time was consumed in transit, and for compromise an office 
was taken at 88 Knightsbridge. GandM went back to 
Kingsley Hall every night, just the same, because he liked 
to live among the poor. 

And they liked Mm to be there. He was followed in 
the streets by friendly crowds, and often by children. It 
is much to the credit of the English character that in all 
tMs visit to England, in the midst of an outburst of public 
curiosity almost without precedent, nobody showed any open 
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liostiiitv to Gandiii — ^in fact few native-born English 
heroes have been so warmly greeted by the niiiititude. 
Quite a few detectives must have been scattered about in 
these crowds, but they had no work to do. WTiat seems 
likely is that Gandhi’s transparent honesb/, Ills simplicity, 
and Ills e\ident friendliness toward all human creatures won 
the people’s hearts and caused them to ignore the political 
dilTerences that had brought him to London. Even in 
hlanchester, \tdiich was in the midst of a terrible crisis of 
unemplo}Tnent and depression brought about partly by his 
efforts, he was welcomed by cheering thousands. 

The Gandhi legend, now in its fuU maturity, multiplied 
incessantly during these w^eeks and filled the press of the 
world with stories, some true and some false, but all more 
or less in character. He seems never to have protested 
against this spate of Gandhi stories — most of which he may 
not have heard — except for one : he denied that he had 
“prostrated himself’ before the Prince of Wales during that 
digmtar}’’s visit to India. Eveiy^body of note and many of 
no note wanted a ‘G-andhi interview” : scholars, theologians, 
and scientists as well as politicians or journalists. 
Bernard Shaw, the Archbishop of Canterbur}^ the King, 
the Queen, the youngest American newspaper reporter, the 
children in the streets — all were the same to Gandhi, and 
he treated them exactly alike. The loincloth, the goat, the 
almost toothless grin, the unfailing good humour, and the 
love of innocent laughter — all this became familiar to the 
whole Western w’orld in such a wealth of detail as one can 
scarcely remember in any other connection. 

One of the innumerable Gandhi jokes is still in my 
memory. It was a drawing in the New Yorker magazine, 
showing two ladies of the chorus in conference. One is 
saying to the other : “Why worry so much about clothes ? 
Gandhi doesn’t — and look at the publicity he gets !” His 
own remark on this subject, “You wear plus-fours and I 
wear minus-fours,” w^ent round the world. When an East 
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End child ca’Iled out at him in the streets : '"Key, Gacd]::, 
where's 3 /oar trousers the iMahatma's lauaiiter was 
promptly cabled everywhere. 

Gandhi’s time in Englaiid (almost tlirce months) was 
s^pent more in an eSoit to get the English people into 
sympathy with India than it wms on the Round Table 
Conference itself. This, of course, he did attend, as the 
sole Congress representative, but there vras little likelihccd 
of a firm agreement because he was obliged at tree cutset 
to make it clear that the Congress wanted a complete 
independence for India. This was contrar}^ to Ardcle 2 
of the Gandhi-Irwin Pact, iivhlch had resented defence and 
foreign affairs, as v/eH as national debts to foreigners, for 
British control. The Congress had repudiated Gandhi on 
this, and he was now under instractions to say so. To the 
English it seemed that the repudiation was Gandhi’s; h,e 
had signed the Pact and now was going back on his own 
signature. In fact, as we can see nowy it made no great 
difference. Independence was on the way, was implicit in 
the entire proceeding, but the historic moment for it had 
not arrived mainly because the British were not yti ready 
for it. To Gandhi it was probably apparent that he could 
not get complete independence for India then, whatever 
he did, and that the best course would be to prepare the 
English people to grant it in the future. 

He talked incessantly to every^ kind of audience, visited 
Oxford and Cambridge, Lancashire and Eton, and a large 
number of organized groups in London. He said with his 
usual candour that this tvas his real work : “The seed which 
is beina sown now may result in softening, the Bntish spini. 
His main effort was to explain the meaning of independence 
for India, and Ms definitions were remarkably like what 
eventually took place. He would cut India o.ff ironi the 
Empire entirely, from the British nation not at all if I wmnt 
India to gain and not to grieve. The E.mperorship must 
go and I ^should love to be an equal partner with Bniain 
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sharing her joys and sorrows, and an equal partner with 
the Dominions. But it must be a partnership on equal 
terms.” This was to be, ‘‘if God wills it, an indissoluble 
partnership, but not a partnership superimposed upon one 
nation by another. . . England and India should be bound 
by the silken cord of love.” 

Gandhi’s work was not confined to Indians; its effects 
were deeply felt in England, and when independence did 
come, its form was freely decided by both sides — ^that is, 
England freely and unconditionally granted it, and India 
two years later chose to remain in “association” with the 
Commonwealth as an independent Republic. This was, 
for both the British and the Indians, a precise fulfilment 
of Gandhi’s plea in 1930. It required, however, the free 
grant of independence as a prerequisite to partnership, an 
act of gift from England. In conversation with Edgar Snow 
not long before his death, the Mahatma actually used the 
word “gift” — “since the English have made us this great gift.” 

The Round Table Conference itself, as a body to plan 
India’s future, started with hardly any chance of success, as 
it was composed of inherently divisive elements. Lord 
Reading, at the outset, defined its purpose as being “to 
give effect to the views of India while preserving at the 
same time our own position, which we must not and cannot 
abandon.” There were among the Indians present twenty- 
three princes or their representatives, and sixty-four 
representatives from British India, of whom only Gandhi 
and a very few of his friends represented the mass movement 
of the Congress. The Viceroy (now Lord Willingdon) 
had sent to London a handpicked collection of reactionaries 
and fractional representatives whose ideas, training, and 
interests were all against any form of real union in India. 
Each fraction wanted to vote separately, as a fraction — 
Moslems voting for Moslems, Parsees for Parsees, and so 
on — in the legislative elections to be set up under the new 
constitution. 
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This was contrary’ to ever\^ principle or wish Gandhi 
had. He wanted no separate electorates — Indians were all 
Indians and should vote as Indians. The perpetuation of 
India's divisions would, he foresaw, lead to more and greater 
trouble. In spite of his unique authority and presti^ee. 
he was so greatly outnumbered at this conference that his 
views had no chance of prevailing. He attended all the 
meetings, sitting usually with his eyes closed, but so much 
of the discussion was purely political (political on a fairly 
low level) that it may be his mind did not receive everything 
his ears heard. He meditated a good deal and may 
also have slept a little. Conferences, like legislatures, were 
not his element; he liked to talk as an individual to 
individuals. 

The conference ended on December 1, 1931, in complete 
failure. By dividing the Indians more sharply than ever 
before, it probably made things a good deal \vorse. It has 
been suggested that this was, indeed, the British purpose — 
divide et impera — ^but one can hardly attribute such 
'conscious duplicity’ to Ramsay MacDonald, whose 
benevolence, at that period, so greatly surpassed his intellect. 
No : rather it seems, in retrospect, that many of the British 
cimms for protection of the Indian sovereign princes, or 
for protection of ‘‘minorities” (Moslem, Parsee. Christian. 
Anglo-Indian, considering Hindus to be the “majority”) 
were real. That is, the British representath’es at the 
conference, who numbered twenty, were for the most part 
convinced that they had a genuine duty tow^ard all these 
fractions in India. Underneath all that, there probably was 
also the tenacious hope that Britain somehow could hang 
on to India, glory and profits alike, but it is a characteristic 
of Anglo-Saxon governments on both sides of the Atlantic 
to find noble reasons for self-interest. 

What saddened Gandhi most, one must infer, is the 
imputation in all this that he and his friends, representing 
the great majority in India, were not to be trusted — that 
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if they had their way the ''minorities'’ would be bound to 
suffer. Ever>^ effort Gandhi himself had made toward 
Hindu-Moslem unity and the reconciliation of all races, 
castes, and creeds w’as thus treated as insignfficant. This 
in itself need not have troubled him, as he had no wish 
to be credited with any achievement, but it was unquestion- 
ably apparent to him that by acting as they did, the British 
jeopardized the chances for such unity and reconciliation 
in the future. British prestige was, in spite of ever\dhing, 
high in India (as it still is), and nothing could be easier 
for a factional agitator from then on than to claim British 
support or approval. It was this danger to the future rather 
than the immediate failure of the conference that weighed 
on Gandhfs spirit. He had expected nothing much from 
tlie conference, and had indeed said on leaving India that 
he would probably come back empty-handed, but the result 
was worse than he had anticipated. 

3 

On his way to Bombay, Gandhi stopped in Lausance 
to have his celebrated series of conveisions with Remain 
RoIIand, most of which have been published in various 
forms. They discussed principles rather than events, and 
found themselves in essential accord. RoUand, who had 
written a biography of Gandhi seven years before, had never 
met Mm, and had in fact never been to India, though Ms 
interest had been shown in his work. It is pleasant to reflect 
that when Gandhi (who cared not a great deal for either 
art or music) asked RoUand to play the piano, the French 
wmter, whose devotion to music was profound, gave him the 
andante from Beethovens Fifth S}Tnphony. 

The Mahatma also stopped in Rome, where he was 
obliged to spend a fruitless twenty minutes talking to Benito 
Mussolini. The person he actually wished to see was the 
Pope, but the Vatican, having just put its relations with 
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Great Britain on a new and friendlier basis, did not see £t 
to grant his request. Mr. Winston Churchill and Plus XI 
were thus the only persons, of whom we have record, who 
refused a conversation with Gandhi. 

His return to Bombay was triumphal from the point of 
view of public demonstrations, but the news he learned at 
disembarkation was anything but good. The government 
had started a new campaign of repression and arrests in 
the north and northwest because of a Congress campaign 
against paying rent. Jawaharlal Nehru had been put in jail 
two days before Gandhi’s homecoming. Gandhi tried at 
once to see the Viceroy (Lord Willingdon), but the 
exchange of telegrams was very stiff; the Viceroy obviously 
did not want to see him. The homecoming was December 
28, 1931; and on Jaimar>" 4, 1932, the Mahatma was 
arrested again. This time, as the time before, no charges 
were made and no trial was held; he was in Ycravda Jail 
at the government’s pleasure. 

He was, as we know, always happy in jail, but he can 
hardly have failed to grin his snag^e-toothed best w’hen 
he reflected how recently he had been a popular hero to 
the British people and an honoured guest of their King and 
Queen. However, his usual jail happiness was impaired and 
finally extinguished by the decision of the British 
government to create, in the new constitution for India, 
separate electorates not only for Hindus and Moslems, but 
also for the ''Depressed Classes,” the untouchables. For 
these people, the stepchildren of Hinduism, Gandhi had 
laboured all his life, but he did not want them used as a 
means of dividing Indians from one another. He wrote first 
to Sir Samuel Hoare, the Secretary of State for India 
(March 11) and finally to Ramsay MacDonald, the Prime 
Minister (August 18). Between March and August the 
British government had plenty of time to grow more familiar 
\vith his \iews, which were available not only in his letters, 
but also in numerous printed forms. Nevertheless they w^nt 
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on with the scheme, which MacDonald announced in London 
on August 17. 

Gandhi’s response was terrible. He declared (August 
18) in his letter to MacDonald that he would be compelled 
to fast “unto death/’ beginning September 20. 

A good many Indians of Western education were as 
puzzled by Gandhi’s fast this time as Ramsay MacDonald 
was. MacDonald wrote a long, earnest letter trying to 
remove Gandhi’s “misapprehension” of the special treatment 
for untouchables. Gandhi’s reply was that this, to him, 
was a matter of religion, and that Ms prayer wGuld be to 
“sting the Hindu religious conscience.” He was not fasting 
agaimt the British government, but to arouse the Hindus 
themselves to their religious duty. 

The fast began on September 20 at noon. Many millions 
of Indians fasted on that day; prayers were offered 
everywhere; the country was in mourning. Gandhi seems 
to have cared for Tagore’s opinion more than for that of 
anybody else at the critical moment, and Tagore — not 
always a blind follower — sustained him with wonderful 
words of praise and comprehension. Tagore’s explanation 
of the “self-immolation” of Gandhi is eloquent : he says : 
“The penance which Mahatmaji has taken upon himself is 
not a ritual but a message to all India and to the world.” 

The Indian leaders hastily began to negotiate some kind 
of settlement wMch would induce Gandhi to cease fasting. 
He was not strong at tMs time, and even the first twenty- 
four hours visibly sapped Ms reserves. On the fourth day 
he was thought to be sinking, and serious fear for Ms life 
fell upon the whole country. Ambedkar, the untouchable 
leader, who was not a GandM follow^er, was the most 
difficult for the Hindus to deal with, and yet no compromise 
settlement would be worth making unless it bore Ms 
signature. He visited Gandhi in jail, and the general lines 
of an agreement were approved by the Mahatma; it was 
hammered out in long, laboured discussions of all the leaders 
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tion — and tlien call it oil with a prayer. Ho’Ae\'er, it >.i> 
Gandhi's way, and the masses did as he said, not as any 
other might tell them. To the Indians who protested, the 
Mahatma said patiently : ‘’The drastic reversal of practically 
the whole of the aggressive programme may be politically 
unsound and unwise, but there is no doubt that it is 
religiously sound.’’ 

Lord Reading, who had held off for so long against 
those in London and India who wanted Gandhi arrested, 
now decided, rather mysteriously, to give the order. In his 
letters to his son he had said that he was waiting for an 
‘‘overt act,” his democratic feelings being all against arresting 
anybody for words alone. The only “overt act” Gandhi 
committed in February was one of peace, renunciation, and 
penitence for the Cfaauri Chaura atrocity, and yet the 
governors of the great provinces (Lloyd, Willingdon, and 
Ronaldshay) still wanted him arrested. The Viceroy issued 
the order on March 1, 1922, and it was executed on March 
10 at half past ten at night. 

The Mahatma had anticipated his own arrest for a long 
time and had published an appeal, one day’ before the arrest 
took place, asking the people to be calm if the event 
occurred. It is quite probable that he had been disappointed 
at his prolonged exemption from the punishment his 
whole system courted. The British — misunderstanding as 
usual — thought that his imprisonment “like an ordinaiy 
mortal” was a ‘hlow^ to his prestige,” remaining unaware, 
even at this late date, that such imprisonment was a 
calculated part of the satyagraha and that Gandhi’s system 
would not have been complete without it. They also seem 
not to have realized (at last the Viceroy did not) that India s 
quiet and good order were in obedience to the Mahatma’s 
wishes rather than to the power of the British Raj. 

The trial took place in Ahmedabad on March IS, 1922. 
Gandhi and the printer of Ms magazine, Mr. S. G. Banker, 
were charged with writing and publishing three, seditious 
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as a period of mourning throughout India, and the end of 
the fast was the occasion for national celebration. 

Gandhi had asked the Hindu mind to ‘hanish untouch- 
ability root and branch.” For this larger objective the 
agreement on a combined electorate was not in itself very 
important, but the great movement througliout Hindu society 
to meet Gandhi’s wishes was a vital force, and goes on 
today. Nobody pretends that untouchability, a very ancient 
abuse, can quickly go, but nobody can deny that an effort 
in that direction has been and is being made. The 
Mahatma’s most permanent objective, the “purification of 
India,” which always seemed to him more important than 
anything in politics, was advanced by the fast of 1932 more 
than by decades of preaching or teaching. 

And, too, it seems to have turned the Mahatma's 
own mind more firmly toward those non-political purposes 
which commanded his adherence. He referred to these 
purposes, in conversation with me, as “my constmctive 
work,” perhaps with the implicaticm that anything done 
in a political way was not really constructive. From the 
fast on imtil the outbreak of the Second World War, Gandhi 
left politics to others and spent most of his time and energy^ 
on his w^ork for the untouchables, for w^omen and children 
in the villages, for “Basic Education,” and for the spinning- 
wheel. These were activities which, like nursing the sick, 
appealed to his innermost nature. He could walk from 
village to village barefoot, week after week and month 
after month with apparently indefatigable energy, preaching 
against imtouchability, telling the people to be clean and 
to love one another. And at the outset of this period, 
for “self-purification,” he undertook a fast of twenty-one 
days. On the day it began, the government released him 
from prison, as his death there would have been a calamity 
for the British Raj. It did not seem possible that he could 
survive a fast of three whole weeks, when only six days 
of abstinence from food had brou^t him to death's door 
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six moaths earlier. And yet the ioag fast, unaccompanied 
by the anxiety of the six days in September, left him as 
well as ever — ^he would have said, better. 

He founded the Harijan Sevak Sangh, a society to 
improve the lot of the untouchables by model villages and 
schools and in other ways, in February' 1933, while he was 
still in prison, and at the same time stancd a weekly paper 
called Harijan to take the place of Young India. Harijan 
was his own word for the untouchables; it means ‘'Children 
of God.” From that time until Ms death he never ceased 
to do eveiything he could, in the most practical way, for 
these oppressed victims of the caste system. His model 
villages for Harijans were clean and attractive; his schools 
were adapted to Indian conditions; and he never ceased to 
collect money for them. One of bis endearing habits in 
later years was to give his autograph — ^vvhich was constantly 
in demand — ^in exchange for five or ten rupees for the 
Harijan work. Anybody w^ho wrote to him, from any part 
of the world, could get fee signature, but he firmly collected 
the fee. 

Basic education and the work for villagers (especially' 
women) were among Gandhi’s “constructive” eSorts. His 
ideas of “Basic Education” were in conformity with Indian 
conditions and have been carried out on a very large scale 
in several provinces since his death. He had been much 
impressed by Mme Montessori and her methods in London 
in 1931, and his own system may owe a good deal to her. 
He started, as always, with the mass level, the level of the 
poor Indian villager whose maintenance standards (food and 
clothing) he emulated. Such a villager cannot afford to 
lose the work of his children. Therefore fee school must 
combine learning wife useful work, which should be 
remunerated. (This element was much criticized, and I 
think very stupidly, as leading to ^‘child labour” — ^which, 
wife or without schooling, is a commonplace in India 
anyhow.) That is, if a boy can make a good bench or a 
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pair of sandals he ought to be paid for them, and his 
school time must be apportioned between useful arts of this 
sort and ordinary learning. The system of ‘‘Basic 
Education,” as it is called, is far more developed than I 
have indicated, but this is its essential character. 

Gandhi in his unceasing movement about India brought 
all his ideas to the people as nobody, in all probability, 
since Gautama Buddha. It is quite possible to find places 
in India which Gandhi never visited — ^the country is 
enormous and the villages are practically innumerable — but 
they are not many. Almost any Indian one meets anywhere, 
including the poorest, has a memory of at least one 
sight of the Mahatma. At Almora in the Himalayan 
foothills, where I visited the local jail (mainly because it 
was Mr. Nehru’s prison at one time), a prisoner talking 
to me through the bars told me he had followed the Mahatma 
on part of the Salt March. A maharajah may say : “I saw 
him in 1934,” and an untouchable may say : ‘‘I saw him 
once in Madras,” but neither could possibly forged it. 

4 

Gandhi was “out of politics ” as the expression goes, 
but in fact he could never really remove himself from that 
realm or from any other in Indian life. Politicians were 
forever consulting him about questions big and little; he 
would not scruple to make them wait outside while he 
doctored a beggar or administered to a leper. His scale of 
values was not theirs, and yet they could not go on without 
him. His approval was necessar}^ for any decision of 
importance, and his disapproval was fatal to any idea, 
career, or activity. Jawaharlal Nehru, recurrently president 
of the Congress, said that Gandhi was “the permanent 
Super-President.” When Gandhi consented to Indian 
participation in the legislatures set up under the new 
constitution. Congress candidates were triumphant in many 
provinces and took part in the government. This was. 
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in Gandhi’s eyes, a prelude to independence, perhaps a 
training lor it. He did not himseif take part, and it is said 
that he only once visited a legislature, and tliat as a guest in 
the public gallery’. 

The Second World War was the occasion of his return 
to public affairs. WTien war was declared, the British 
government brought India into it at once without consulting 
any Indian person. This offended all opinion in India, 
particularly that of the political classes and personalities. 
The Viceroy (by this time it was Lord Linlithgow j asked 
Gandhi to come to Simla on the day alter the war was 
declared, and the Mahatma went. 

In the Simla interview Gandhi and Linlithgow talked 
sadly of war’s inevitable destruction, and Gandhi’s natural 
sympathy (indeed his love) for England came into full 
play. He had w’atched the progress of Fascism in Europe 
with much foreboding, and he \vas quite clear in his 
condemnation of Hitlers system : it was '‘naked ruthless 
force reduced to an exact science and worked with scientific 
precision.” He pledged his moral support to England and 
the allies, and declared that “my whole heart is with the 
Poles in the unequal struggle in which they are engaged for 
the sake of their freedom.” 

These declarations were as far as he would go in 
supporting the war; he did not intend to take any active 
part and would not even have defended India against 
aggression. Thus he was out of step with both the British 
and the Indian political leaders. The Congress point of 
view was that India could support the war effort on certain 
political conditions. Gandhi was never willing to bargain 
on a principle, and in this case his central principles were 
directly at issue. “Whatever support was to be given to 
the British should be given unconditionally;’ he said. 
Nevertheless the Congress political leaders went ahead with 
their manifesto of September 14, 1939, which condemned 
Hitler’s aggression but also blamed the W^estem democracies 



154 mahatma GANDHI — ^A GREAT LIFE IN BRIEF 

for thsir imperialism and concluded that “a free India” 
would gladly associate itself with other free nations. This 
manif esto (the work of Jawaharlal Nehru) did not represent 
Gandhi’s views at all, but once it had been issued he asked 
the country to support it. His reason for doing so was 
that his “best co-workers” wanted it and he could not 
desert them, but only must hope that “their departure from 
the non-violent method will be confined to the narrowest 
field and will be temporary.” 

The Viceroy in replying to the Congress manifesto said, 
obviously on orders from London, that England could not 
yet define war aims; he cautioned India against too rapid 
advances in self-government. The Congress thereupon voted 
to abstain from any help to England, and asked the Congress 
members of provincial governments tO' resign. 

Gandhi’s delicate conscience at this period seems to 
have been walking fearfully over some extremely fragile 
eggshells. He did not like to have even the appearance 
of taking advantage of England’s difficulties, and he disliked 
having to disagree with the “best co-workers,” probably 
Nehru most of all. Above aU, he wished to cling, more 
than ever before, to the principle of non-violence. Mean- 
while the rush of events in the spring of 1940 threw India, 
too. like most of the world, into apprehension:- Hitler 
seemed to have conquered Europe. There was some panic, 
some runs on British banks. Gandhi asked the country 
to be calm and said that if Britain had to die, it would be 
“heroically.”- He seems to have had a very accurate notion 
of the last-ditch courage and essential toughness of the 
British people. 

Nehru, however, in his desire both to aid the war effort 
and to get some advantage for India out of doing so, was 
in control of the Congress Working Committee, ably 
assisted by Rajagopalachari. Gandhi’s non-idolence did not 
suit the mood of the moment, and the Mahatma knew it. 
If he had insisted against all opposition, he probably could 
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have forced the Working Committee to obey his but 
this was also contrary^ to his principle of non-riolence and 
would have troubled his conscience. Under the circum- 
stances, all he could do was let the vote decide, as it did — 
Rajaji’s resolution (backed also by Nehru) was passed, and 
the Congress promised to “throw its full weight'’ into die 
defence effort if India was given independence and an Indian 
government. 

W’inston Churchill was Prime Minister in London, and 
the independence of India was never an acceptable idea to 
him. Quite aside from that fact, it may be historically 
doubted whether the crisis of a desperate wai was the correct 
moment for such a difiScult operation as the transfer of 
power. The transfer proved difficult enough when it did 
occur, seven years later; one shudders to think of what 
the results might have been in 1940. 

In any case, the answer to Congress was a firm negative, 
accompanied by the statement that Britain could not yield 
power to an Indian government to which large sections of 
the Indian population objected. This was a reference to 
the non-Congress and anti-Congress Moslems, who had been 
organized into a new and vital opposition by Mohammed 
Ali Jinnah. 

Congress now sv/ayed in the direction of non-violent 
non-cooperation again. It must have been all too evident 
to Gandhi that the political leaders adopted his principles 
when they thought it advantageous to do so, or when there 
was nothing else they could do, but were willing to abandon 
them with equal fervour. Nevertheless, the Mahatma 
welcomed them back on his side, but cautioned them against 
doing anything to embarrass the British. He went in behalf 
of the Congress to see the Viceroy, proposing that the 
Congress should be free to work among the people even 
though it would not support the war effort. This, too, was 
refused. 

The shoals and whirlpools of Gandb^V conscience could 
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not permit him to do any real harm to the British at such 
a moment, but neither could he accept this total denial of 
any rights to India. India had been dragged into the war 
without any consultation whatever, and was now to be 
gagged for the duration. Gandhi decided upon a small- 
scale campaign of disobedience, limited more or less to 
Congress leaders. He asked Vinoba Bhave to go to jail 
first, Nehru next, Patel next, and Maulana Abul Kalam Azad 
next. The Congress Working Committee had asked and 
obtained Gandhi’s pledge that he would himself stay cut 
of jail. In something like a year 23,223 persons were 
jailed for speaking against the war effort or the war itself. 

Japan’s entry into the war at the end of 1941 brought 
this phase of India’s war experience to an end. The British 
government released the prisoners; Gandhi’s views were no 
longer in control of Congress; he retired again from any 
participation in its debates; the Japanese army and navy 
were sweeping across southeast Asia and might soon be in 
India. 

However, the United States and Russia were both now 
aligned against Hitler, and the United States against Japan 
as well. There was no longer any real doubt in higli 
quarters that eventual victory was assured. But American 
opinion, always rather pro-Indian, was not happy over 
England’s treatment of India; it seemed too much at variance 
with the declared purposes of the war. Much evidence 
has appeared in recent years to show that President 
Ro^evehnev^ let the subject of India drop for long in 
Eisc^rrgspoSdence wi^3%X3iurchilL Strong elements in 
England itself agreed with RBos^elt rather than with 
CSiurchill : the Indian contradiction, it seemed fairly plain, 
would have to be solved sooner or later, and the sooner the 
better for Allied purposes. 

It was at this point that Churchill sent Sir Stafford 
Cripps to India with the idea of discussing possible 
constitutional changes with Indian leaders. Cripps hadteen 



THE SALT MARCH TO VICTORY 157 

in India once before (in the preceding November), and had 
visited Gandhi at the Wardha ashram. Now (March 22. 
1942) he arrived in New Delhi definite proposals for 
Dominion status. (Dominion status, since the Westminster 
Statute of 1926, includes the right to leave the Common- 
wealth at any time.) This was to come when the war was 
over, and was to be accompanied by a pro\ision alIo\\ing 
any province or area that wished to do so to secede from 
the Indian Union and form a separate Dominion. 

The only thing in the Cripps proposals that Gandhi 

could have accepted was Do mini on status. The resi 

special status for the Indian princes and the threat of 
'‘vivisection” — ^he could not accept. The final article, on 
the war effort, was antipathetic to his principles of non- 
violence. Consequently Gandhi rejected the whole Cripps 
proposal at first sight and went home to \\'ardha, having 
nothing further to do with the negotiation. 

Nehru and Rajaji continued the talks, as did the leaders 
of many Indian factions and minorities, but in the end all 
made the same reply — ^the proposals were not acceptable. 
Cripps went back to England on April 12, the very? day of 
Roosevelt’s long cable pleading with Churchill to try again. 
Churchill, obviously, had already gone so far beyond his 
owm true conviction in this matter that he must, one feels, 
have been glad that the Cripps mission failed; the 
“'dissolution of His Majesty’s empire,” as he called it, was 
for others to bring into history. 

It will be a matter of debate, like so many other ifs, 
whether the immediate independence of India in 1942, at 
the time of the Cripps mission, w’ould have saved India the 
ordeal that came five years later. Louis Fischer advances 
the theory that the transfer of power to an Indian government 
could have taken place in 1942 in an orderly manner 
because of the presence of British and allied troops, and 
that “real poweri’ would have remained in British hands for 
the duration of the war. Yet it seems to me that if “real 
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power” remained wAth. the British, Gandhi would not have 
a.ppro\^ed, and without his approval it could not have been 
done. Moreover, the Moslem separatist movement led by 
Mohammed Ali Jinnah w^as already very powerful and would 
have given great diflhculty in 1942, as at any later time. 

Perhaps Gandhi himself thought that the war period was 
the best time for Indian independence, but for a character- 
istically Gandhian reason — he wished to face the threatened 
Japanese invasion with a passive resistance on a mammoth 
scale, and could only do so if India wms free to make the 
attempt. Without freedom, without a national government. 
India would of course be defended by British and allied 
forces in the conventional manner, and though Gandhi did 
not wish to impede them, neither would he aid them. It 
is evident that he had very^ seriously and thoroughly 
considered the situation that a Japanese invasion would 
present, and to his mind it wmuld have been the greatest 
challenge ever offered to the efficacy of non-violent non- 
cooperation. Through 1942 he kept on telling Indians that 
this might take place and that they must have no dealings 
whatsoever with the invader. 

Gandhi’s thinking was far different from that of his 
closest political friends and follow^ers, all of whom wanted 
independence precisely so that they could fight the war. 
Nehru, in particular, w^as temperamentally unsuited to non- 
violence on the scale Gandhi had in mind. He had been 
an anti*Fascist for years, and wanted to fight ‘in every wmy 
possible,” he said. Rajaji and the Maulana Sahib were of 
much the same cast of mind, though less passionate in 
expression. The prerequisite was immediate independence 
for India, and the Working Committee so resolved at Wardha 
on July 14. If this was refused, the resolution declared, 
the Congress would be “reluctantly compelled” into a 
campaign of civil disobedience. 

The final decision was taken by the All-India Congress 
Committee meeting in Bombay, August 7-8, 1942. In 
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Gandhi’s mind it did not mean that civil disobedience should 
begin at once; he wanted, as usual, to tr^’ negotiation first, 
and intended to go to Delhi to see the \^:ceroy. He was 
actually working on a letter to President Roosevelt when 
he was arrested, very' late that night (morning of August 9 ), 
and taken to his last prison, the palace of ihe Aga Khan 
at Poona. With him were also arrested most cf the other 
Congress leaders. These arrests ended any hope of a 
peaceful, non-violent campaign of civil disobedience. The 
Indian people were now leaderless and did not have the 
calming power of Gandhi’s voice and example to deter 
them from excesses, Gandhi w'as kept without newspapers 
during the first part of his imprisonment, and actually did 
not know, except from his jailers, what was going on in the 
country. Yet the government eridently expected him to 
condemn and disavow it. 

Bands of Indians w’ere tearing up railroad tracks, 
enga^g in sporadic acts of violence, cutting telegraph wires 
and attacking policemen. In some districts the movement, 
now completely out of hand, wore the aspect of anned 
rebellion. 

Gandhi had never hesitated to condemn and disavow' 
violence. In this case he did not wish to do so because he 
had only a “one-sided version” of what had taken place, 
and he had no means of investigating the truth for himself. 
Moreover, when he began receiving newspapers again, he 
could see that the governments both in Delhi and in London 
were engaged in what he called “distortions and inisiepre- 
sentations,” the purport of which was to make the Mahatma 
(or the Mahatma and the Congress) responsible for the 
disorder in India. It was a typical effort of war propaganda, 
and he resented it very much. Therefore his first letter 
to the Viceroy (August 14) from jail was not much like 
Gandhi; it was five pages long and filled with accusations. 
Linlithgow replied very briefly that he could not accept tliis 
criticism. One’s guess is that he would not, himself, ha\e 
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arrested Gandhi without having a talk with him first; the 
peremptory course adopted must have originated in London. 

On New Year’s Eve, Gandhi agein wrote to the Viceroy 
and said that he was hurt that such an old friend should 
have jailed him without a hearing. He said that he was 
not responsible for the violence in the country, but that 
the government itself was. He had decided to fast. 

The Viceroy replied as soon as he saw the letter — ^but 
it had been fourteen days in getting to him. He was very 
depressed that Gandhi had not spoken to the people, 
condemning the violence and crime that were afoot. 

Gandhi replied that he deplored the happenings in India, 
but could neither influence nor control them, and that he 
'laid the blame at the door of the Government of India.” 
Linlithgow replied that Gandhi and the Congress must bear 
the blame. 

Gandhi replied by announcing a fast beginning February 
9 and lasting twenty-one days. 

The Viceroy wrote back immediately, reiterating that the 
Congress was responsible for the public disorder, 'hoping 
the Mahatma would not fast, and then stating with unusual 
bluntness : ‘1 regard the use of a fast for political purposes 
as a form of political blackmail for which there is no moral 
justification, and understood from your own previous writings 
that this was also your view.” 

This was very strong language, considering how careful 
the Mahatma had always been to define his fasts. In his 
reply he said : “Despite your description of it as a form of 
political blackmail, it is on my part an appeal to the Highest 
Tribunal for justice which I have failed to secure from 
you. If I do not survive the ordeal I shall go to the 
Judgment Seat with the fullest faith in my innocence. 
Posterity will judge between you as a representative of an 
all-powerful government and me a humble man who has 
tried to serve Ms country and humanity through it.” 

The government tried to get out of this dilemma by 
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releasing Gandhi from prison, but he refused to be released, 
if. released, h,e said, he would not fast — thus iinplpng that 
lie might engage in some other activity. H,e was just 
troublesome to the Viceroy in Jail as out of it, but it was 
thought safer to let him proceed to the fast while siii! 
confined. H,e was authorized to get any doctors or frirnds 
he wished to help him through the ordeal: there was plenty 
of room for all of them at the Aga Khan's palace. 

This fast (February 10 to March 2, 1943) was a terrible 
one for evervhody in India, and the government was in fairly 
continuous hot w-ater from all directions. It bccarce 
necessary to allow the crowds to pass through the palace 
and see the Mahatma with their own eyes, the fear of his 
death hating gripped the countrvv He was sinking steadily 
after the .first week, and it seems to have been i 2 .iii,versally 
expected that he would die before the twenty-one days were 
over. Kasturbai herself seems to have thought so. The 
bulletins were signed by British official doctors as well as 
by Gandhi’s o\vn, and they were not encoura,gi,ng. The 
results for British relations with India were as bad as 
possible. 

Gandhi’s own unhappiness during the period in the 
Aga Khan’s palace — August 1942-May 1944 — was extreme. 
He had always loathed violence, and now it was rampant 
over India, officially ascribed to his own doings. If he had 
not bee,n amested, he felt, and arrested without any sort of 
hearing, he might have prevented the outbreak, \\ffiatever 
civE-disobedience campaign he had chosen to undertake 
would have been of a non-violent character, and he had 
proved in the Salt March that it could be done. However, 
the govermnent had been unwilling to wait or even to hear 
him. 

To this daily misery two great personal griefs were 
now added one after the other — ^first, the death of his devoted 
Secretar}' Mahadev Desai, who had worked with Iiim on his 
Gita; seco.nd, the death of Kasturbai herself, Ms iife-loag 
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companion, the wife of his youth. The Mahatma’s sorrow 
in both cases w^as extreme, but he tried to express it in the 
Gita terms of detachment — ^not, perhaps, with much success. 
He had been living with Kastnrbai at this time for sixty- 
bwo years, and althou^ she, as a devout and simple Hindu 
woman, had never been able to follow him in all his 
experiments with truth, above all in matters touching the 
caste system and ritual, she had absorbed much of his 
teaching without question. Both Mahadev and Kastnrbai 
were cremated in the prison courtyard and their ashes were 
buried side by side in the grounds. 

After this personal tragedy the Mahatma suffered two 
severe illnesses, first malaria and afterwards an intestinal 
trouble. The great Bengal famine of 1943 had come and 
gone while he was in prison; the disaffection of the Indian 
masses toward British rule was stronger than ever; it became 
obvious that if he died in prison very serious results would 
probably ensue. The new Viceroy, Lord Wavell, released 
Gandhi, Patel, Mrs. Naidu, and their associates on May 
6, 1944. 


5 

The story of the next three years is essentially the tale 
of Gandhi’s last struggle to save India from what he called 
‘Vivisection.” He had always worked toward national unity 
and against all the divisive tendencies (he called them 
“fissiparous”) in the vast sub-continent. There now 
appeared on the horizon, just when the liberation of India 
was at hand, the most serious of all threats to India’s unity, 
a militantly nationalistic Moslem movement aiming at the 
creation of a separate nation. 

That movement was recent : the very name of the new 
nation, Pakistan, had not yet become generally known or 
used. Moslems and Hindus had lived in all parts of India 
for centuries, mixed together in the villages and usually aisc 
in the towns. They were substantially the same people,. 
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and most Moslems were descendants of Hindus who had 
been converted to Islam at various periods (and usually by 
the sword) in previous centuries. The languages of the 
south were the same for Hindu and Moslem alike. In tha 
north a language distinction existed between Urdu, the 
Moslem language written in its o™ script with strong 
Persian influences, and Hindi, wTitten in its ora script 
strong Sanskrit influences; and yet even these hvo languages 
used to be quite close together and mutually intelligible. 

Gandhi could see no reason why a separate Moslem state 
had to be : his famous expression on the subject, used to 
Mohammed Ali Jinnah, w^as : “You can cut me in two if 
you wish but don't cut India in two.'’ Jinnah, on the 
contrary^, declared that the Moslem nation already existed 
and must have its ri^ts. One hundred million. Moslems in 
a nation ruled by three hundred million Hindus would be 
submerged, he said. All the rest of the story up to the 
day of liberation is the story^ of this antagonism, this 
negotiation at times, this impossibility' of negotiation at 
others. 

Gandhi tried very hard. He knew, as he slowly 
recovered from his illness, that independence must be near, 
and could perhaps come now if he could unite the Moslems 
and the Hindus. Long years before, in South Africa, he 
had foreseen and stated that the “crucial test” would be 
this. As soon as he was able to do so, he wrote to 
Mohammed Ali Jinnah and proposed to talk over a 
compromise proposal. 

Those conversations took place in Jinnah’s fine house 
in Bombay’^ during the summer of 1944, and w^ere 
accompanied by long letters between the recapitulating 
what had been said in talk. The letters were afterwards 
published in full — after the breakdown of negotiations, that 

is and they exhibit an extreme intransigence on Jinnah’s 

part. He wanted the areas of big Moslem population to 
vote on secession from the Indian Union, but only^ Moslems 
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should take part in such a vote : this meant that in a 
number of key provinces, where Moslems and Hindus were 
almost equal in population, the Hindus should be disenfran- 
chised altogether. Gandhi was prepared, for the sake 
of peace, to let units of predominantly Moslem population 
vote for secession if they wished to do so after independence, 
but he hoped for a common administration in foreign affairs, 
customs, and the like. 

Jinnah, an extremely able and successful lawyer, had 
once been a vigorous Congress party worker, but after a 
stay of some years in London had returned to India 
convinced that the Moslem League, once allied to the 
Congress, should take the field against it. His own 
personal jealousy of Gandhi’s unique position may have 
had something to do with this, along with his great dislike 
for Jawaharlal Nehru. He was vain, as anybody knows 
who ever talked to him, and one clement in his character 
must have been an unwillingness to play second fiddle to 
anybody — especially as he was quite honestly convinced of 
his own superiority. He made a militant anti-Congress 
force out of the League and adopted the Pakistan idea 
(which dates from 1936) as his war-cry. In this 
new state he wished to put the provinces of Sind, 
Baluchistan, the Punjab, the Northwest Frontier Province, 
Bengal, and Assam, with their existing boundaries, and 
consequently, of course, a huge Hindu minority that thus 
would have nothing to say about its own fate. In less than 
ten years Jinnah had transformed the whole situation in 
India, so that to most of the politically conscious and active 
Indians it appeared that the antagonist in the arena was not 
the British at all, but the Indians of another religion. 

Lord Wavell called all the leaders to Simla at the end 
of June 1945, when Churchill was still Prime Minister, and 
put before them a scheme that would have made the 
Viceroy’s Council entirely Indian, made up of Indians 
chosen by the Viceroy from lists drawn up by all parties. 
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Moslems and Hindus were to be represented in “'equal 
proportions/’ though Hindus outnumbered Moslems three 
to one. In effect, this was self-government, preserving only 
a vestige of the old Empire, and the Congress leaders were 
prepared to accept it. Jinnah refused. His main reason 
seems to have been that Waveli had named Moslem members 
of the Council, whereas he alone should have had that 
right. (The Congress, which had many Moslem members, 
had no right at all in his eyes.) 

Events moved fast thereafter. Churchill was defeated 
in the British elections; a Labour government came to power 
and called Waveli home. On his return to India he 
announced a new plan, by which elections would be held 
for the provincial and central legislatures as a prelude to a 
new constitution. The elections resulted as might have 
been foreseen : Congress w’on in districts with Hindu 
majorities and the Moslem League won in Moslem areas. 

To solve the problem of this tug-of-war, when Jinnah 
refused to budge from any position taken, was beyond the 
power of any element at hand in India. Gandhi had failed 
and said so; he did not take the course so many Indians 
preferred : blaming the British. Clement Attlee decided to 
send three members of his cabinet to India — ^the Cabinet 
Mission — with authority to draw up a scheme for the 
transfer of power from British to Indian hands. The 
Cabinet Mission consisted of Cripps, Pethick-LawTence, and 
A. V. Alexander, and they spent some two months in New 
Delhi and elsewhere, talking to Indian leaders, before they 
published their decisions on May 16, 1946. 

The Mission had studied the ground carefully and had 
taken full account of Jinnah’s demand for a separate Moslem 
nation. The report goes into that question in some 
detail, and points out that any line drawn for the partition 
of India would leave large minorities on each side, whereas 
lines drawn throng the middle of provinces would violate 
local geography, economics, and traditions. In consequence. 



166 MAIiA.T.MA GANDHI — A GREAT LlfE IN' BRIEF 


instead of partition, the Ministers recommended a federal 
government with majorities of both Moslems and Hindus 
required for anything that concerned the religious communi- 
ties. An interim government was to prepare the way for 

a constituent assembly. ., . 

There was a period of rmcertainty', in Gandhi’s mind 
as in others, about these proposals ; Gandhi himself was 
always ready to trust British intentions when they were 
clearly shown, but his instinct, apparently, was not clear 
about the present situation. In some important conversations 
he had with Louis Fischer at just this time he made it 
plain that he felt he had failed in his main mission in 

jjyjja that Indians had not understood non-violence and 

therefore he could not take up any kind of civil-disobedience 
campaign again. He thought the best thing for th\. 
Congress leaders to do would be to go into the constituent 
assembly and make the best of it. His sadness about 
violence in India was shown many times in these tallcs, as 

in his written work of the period. 

Gandhi had been consulted at every turn, of course, 
not only by the Congress leaders, but by the British as 
w'ell. He was never a delegate or a member of any 
committee, but nothing in India could be done without his 
approval or at least consent. He was at this time not even 
a'member of the Congress— “not even a four-anna member,” 
he used to say, referring to the annual dues paid by members. 

The uncertainty lasted well into 1946. Jinnah might 
have entered the provisional government, but refused because 
he would allow no Moslem except one of his own to 
be in it; Congress, too, had Moslem candidates. Finally 
the Viceroy asked Nehru to form the provisional government, 
which came into being on September 2, 1946. Tliis 
great event, which caused G'andhi to refer to Nehru as 
“your xmcrowmed king and Prime Minister,” was treated 
by Jiimah and the Moslem League as the signal for mourning 
and the display of black flags. There had been terrible 
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Hmdu-Mosiem^ riots in Calcutta the month before, -Aith 
iit least five thousand killed and over fifteen thcutand 
\vOunded; these were followed by outbreaks in a dozen 
different places in the new nation. 

One of Gandhi’s last great marches took p’ace a 
result of the inter-communal violence, which now, perhaos 
more ^an ever before, grieved him to the depths. Ke 
chose East Bengal for a long wallc through the vikages. 
He had been living in a hut in the untouchables’ quaker 
in New Delhi, where members of the new eovermneat could 
consult him more or less at wifi. The outbreak of’ violence 
in East Bengal aroused him because it occurred in small 
villages, where, as a rule, Hindus and Moslems had alwavs 
Eved together without trouble. He decided to walk through 
the Noakhali and Tippera districts, where the murders had 
occurred, and see what he could do. He had not much 
hope; all this violence discouraged him and made him feel 
that his voice no longer had any power; but it was an inner 
necessity for him to trj% even against the wishes of his old 
associates and tiie new government. 

This journey across India was done in a special train, 
as had' become usual and indeed necessar\^ wlien the 
Mahatma travelled, for an ordinary train was so .delayed 
that it upset the entire schedule. His snecial we*’* 

made up of scrupulously dean third-class carriages. 
Enormous crowds gathered at every station, and the progress 
of such a train was necessarily erratic, but Gandhi got to 
Calcutta toward the end of October. New riots had broken 
out there just before, and were succeeded now by some 
terrible blood-lettings in the province of Bihar. Bihar was 
Hindu in the proportion of six to one, and the nationalist 
fanatics there proclaimed October 25 as “Noakhali Day” 
in revenge for the Moslem murders of Hindus in Noakhali. 
The dead were said to be over ten thousand in Bihar, mostly 
Moslems : thus each outrage brought forth a counter-outrage 
and each one worse than the other. 
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Gandhi at first thought of a fast as atonement for tlie 
Bihar massacre, but his original desire to go to East Bengal 
won out* He left Calcutta for Noakhali on November 7 and 
stayed in the district until March 2, 1947, walking 
from village to village. He wanted his immediate followers, 
women as well as men, to do the same, each living for a 
while in one village and attemptmg to quiet the angers and 
fears that had brought out violence. These were v^ry poor 
villages of the delta country where the Ganges and the 
Brahmaputra run together, and there were neither roads nor 
transport. Gandhi himself stayed a few days in each village, 
sometimes no more than two days, and then walked 
on to the next through country that had been cruelly hostile 
to Hindus, and with only three companions. For a large 
part of the time he walked barefoot. Sometimes the villages 
were half in ruins; there had been much looting; a good 
many frightened Hindus had gone away. The Mahatma 
kept on just the same, and the Mohammedans gathered by 
the thousand to listen to him. He preached his old message 
of brotherhood, purity of heart, forgiveness for injuries. 
Before his pilgrimage was over, a very great improvement 
had taken place in the relations of Moslems and Hindus in 
the Noakhali and Tippera districts. He now departed to 
Bihar to carr>^ the same message ; “Eveiything I have to 
say is as old as the hills,” he was wont to declare. In 
Bihar the Hindus were the wrongdoers and it was generally 
his way to be a little more severe with Ehndus, his own 
people, than he ever was with Moslems. ‘T would forfeit 
my claim to being a Hindu,” he said, “if I bolstered the 
wrongdoing of feliow-Hindus or of any other human being.” 

But while he was on this long journey of compassion, 
watched by all of India and a good part of the world, political 
affairs had reached a decisive jAase. The Labour 
government was bent upon an immediate transfer of power 
in India, and for the first time named a date : “not later 
than June 1948.” In fact it took place on August 15, 1947. 
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For the final negotiation and the actual traus.er of 
power Mr. Attlee made an extremely auspicious choice as 
the last Viceroy : Admiral Lord Mountbaiten. a man uidi 
the skill, charm, and intelligence required for me unparedleled 
task. He arrived in Delhi on March 22, 1942^ and 
immediately invited Gandhi and Jinnah to come to the 
palace, independence had, in fact, come : all that remained 
to be done was to fix its terms. It proved diScuIt 
indeed, and was accompanied and followed hy dreadfai 
disasters, but the thing itself was achieved at last. As 
Gandhi left Bihar for Delhi on what was to be the last of 
all his journeys, he must have thought that this was the 
end of a very long road, and in spite of all his sorrow, he 
must have had some pang of joy in the birth of freedom. 



CHAPTER SEV'EN 
SACRIFICE AT-© FULFILMENT 


The Mahatma’s ordeal reached its most acute manifesta- 
tions during the six or eight months before his assassination, 
mainly by the partition of India and the wave of human 
misery and physical misfortune that followed. 

Gandhi got on weU with Mountbatten, as did all Indian 
leaders. It was not Mormtbatten’s fault that the fundamental 
condition of Indian independence now seemed to be 
partition. Jinnah would accept nothing else, and Jinnah 
held one hundred million Moslems in the hollow of his 
hand. Mountbatten told him that he could have partition, 
but not at the price of taking vast numbers of Hindus and 
Sikhs into Pakistan against their will : a line of partition 
would have to be drawn that would cut ri^t through the 
Punjab and right throu^ Bengal, two provinces he had 
claimed in their entirety. Nehru, Rajaji, and the rest of 
the Congress leaders would accept this as the price of 
independence. Gandhi conceded their right to do so, as 
he conceded the existing fact of partition, but it never 
received his approval — ^never more than his passive 
acceptance. This (the acceptance) occurred at the prayer 
meeting in Delhi on June 4, 1947, and settled the fate of 
the British Empire. 

But all through that awful summer and winter the 
Mahatma was in storm and travail. There were riots, 
murders and bloodshed more or less ever 3 rwhere. His 
influence had always been very strong with Moslems, his 
religious prestige with Hindus irresistible. He felt that 
nobody listened to him any more, that his life had been 
wasted in an endeavour which came to no end, resulted in 
no achievement. He wore himself out in a strug^e to 
make the people understand that they must love and under- 
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stand one another, forgive the past, and build a future. 
Wherever he himself went, the message seemed to be 
understood, because of the magical power of his own gentle, 
pleading person, but he would then receive telegraphed 
dispatches from other parts of the countr\^ saying that his 
pleas for peace had been disregarded. The Moslems w’ere 
killing the Hindus and the Hindus were killing the Moslems 
wherever the balance of numbers made such massacres 
possible. It has been estimated tliat several millions (as 
many as seven or eight) lost their lives in this unprecedented 
mass murder, and something like fifteen million people 
were uprooted from their accustomed homes and hurled 
from Pakistan to India or from India to Pakistan, seeking 


safety. 

No greater suffering for Mahatma Gandhi could have 
been invented or devised. This is what he had given his lift 
to prevent. He took his weary way again to Calcutta, 
where mass violence had been prevalent, and there drove 
or walked through the streets, talking to the people. He 
got there she days before the transfer of power from British 
to Indian hands. All his time he spent in an endeavour to 
make Hhidus and Moslems friendly to one another. On 
the actual day of India’s liberation, August 15, he passed 
his whole time in sHence, fasting, and prayen The effect 
of his own presence was very great, and there is small doubt 
that it restored peace to Calcutta, which had been devastated 
by riots for a whole year. But it was still not complete ^ 
the Mahatma fasted. ITus time it was a “fast unto deaft 
or unfil Calcutta had returned to sanity. ’Withm seventy- 
three hours Calcutta had returned to sanity. And it 
remained sane : during all the horrors of the neM month 
or two in other parts of India, peace remamed m Calcutta. 
All the leaders of both sides had promised the Mahatma to 

maintain the peace, and they kept their ^^rd. 

He left Calcutta on September 7 for Delhi, mtendm„ to 
CO to the Punjab, where the most serious violence of al 



172 MAHATMA GANDHI — ^A GREAT LIFE IN BRIEF 


had broken out. He was implored to stay in Delhi for the 
moment, at the government’s wish. 

He remained in Delhi, which was tom by evil-doing of 
the most barbarous character. Between Delhi and the 
Punjab he would spend his last eJfforts, sadly and wearily 
and with death in his heart, but with the most unflaggiug 
energy. 

One of the greatest catastrophes in modem history, 
perhaps in all history, was taking place. At one time 
Gandhi said, in his evening prayer meeting : “It makes my 
brain reel to think how this can be. Such a happening is 
unparalleled in the history of the world, and it makes me, 
as it should make you, hang my head in shame.” 

In Delhi itself, the capital of the new nation, murder 
was rife. No street was safe. I arrived there on the heels 
of the worst bloodshed and heard endless tales of it. The 
Moslems had almost completely been driven out or murdered 
by the time I got there. The Mahatma was ceaselessly 
active, and wherever he went there was peace, but he could 
not be eveiywhere at once. Hindus and Sikhs were being 
murdered in Pakistan at the same time and on the same 
scale. The Punjab was perhaps the worst of all, and there 
the Mahatma wished to end his Indian pilgrimage, as he 
had in one sense (at Amritsar) begun it. 

It was not so to be. He began his last fast on Januaiy 
13, 1948, for peace in Delhi itself. He felt that he could 
not go elsewhere so long as the capital was not safe for all 
citizens. “If Delhi goes, India goes, and with that the last 
hope of world peace,” he said. He would fast unto death 
or until Delhi was at peace. 

Those days were strange and solemn. The streets that 
had run with blood were filled with penitents of all ages, 
religions, and conditions, praying for the life of the Mahatma, 
Never shall I forget them. I spent much of my time 
reading Sophocles and talking to some of the Indian leaders. 
The fear of Ms death was prevalent eveiywhere, among 
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foreigEers as inucli as among Indians. In a sense, the whale 
country held its breath, and I have heard that essentially the 
same thing happened in Paldstan at the same rncment. 

The last fast ended v/ith a pledge from a!i the prinelyal 
leaders of Hindnism in Delhi and in India to keep the 
peace with their Moslem brethren. The Mahatma accepted 
a glass of orange Juice from his old hloslein friend, the 
Maulana Sahib (January 18, 1948). 

For twelve days Gandhi recuperated from Ms fast. Ke 
was carried to Ms evening prayer-meeting in a smalL 
improvised wooden chair for the first few days, but there- 
after walked in Ms sandals down the garden, leaning on '"the 
girls” (Ms granddaughters or a granddaiighter-in-law')* 
Thus he walked on Friday, Januai}^ 30, shortly after five 
in the afternoon. I was standing there waiting for him, to 
come and noted by my watch that it was 5 : 12 when he 
appeared. TMs was unusually late, for he was due at five; 
and the official version says that he appeared at past 
five. He mounted the few steps that led to the small terrace 
at the end of the garden, wMch he had appropriated as 
prayer-ground. Nathuram Vinayak Godse, a young ullra- 
nationalist Hindu, bow’ed before Mm, receiving his blessing, 
and then shot Mm dead. 


2 

The assassination of GandH was designed by its 
perpetrator to remove an obstacle to war. It was thought 
by Godse and Ms fellow conspirators that only GandM wns 
preventing war between India and Pakistan, a war wMch, 
they considered, India wmuld inevitably win, thus reuiiitmg 
the country by force. 

What the assassin achieved was peace, not war. The 
revulsion against war wMch swept over the entire sub- 
continent was tremendous, and it was certainly sincere. It 
was just as true in Pakistan as in India. In .after weeks 
I was on the Northw^est Frontier itself, where the 
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semi-barbarous Pathans have no regard for peace. In certain 
villages I was asked to describe how Gandhi died, and I 
saw tears in some very tough eyes. The whole of India 
and the whole of Pakistan mourned the apostle of peace, 
and in so doing they brought about a psychological condition 
in which war became totally impossible. 

This may have preserved the peace of the world for die 
duration of the present situation. Atomic energy already 
had rendered war a horror to all infoimed men of any 
imagination, but it had not yet been sufficiently understood 
throughout the world. It needed another two years, and 
perhaps three, to deliver its dreadful message. If Pakistan 
and India had gone to war in 1948, as they very obviously 
threatened to do, they might have dragged the whole world 
into it before it had gone very far — and indeed it is likely 
that this would have been the result. The Mahatma’s 
sacrifice was therefore a fulfilment. He restored peace to 
''Delhi, India and the world,” as he had prayed. His death 
fulfilled his life, in the manner that has been the central 
characteristic of religious drama since the beginning of 
histoiyL No less than Jesus of Nazareth, he died for all 
mankind. There could have been no better end for a life 
that was all devotion, all sacrifice, all abnegation and love. 
Tlie man had no equal in our time, this one who treated 
al men as equals. Of all that we have known, he was 
the msest and the best — as was said of Socrates in days of 
old. 
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